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				To my Girls,

				Love with all your heart while being true to who you are.

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				Mac

				“If you touch him, I will kill you.” I meant it, too, and forced myself not to crumble the orange juice cup I’d been sent out to get.

				Ridge, standing in front of Winn’s hospital bed, raised his hands. “Whoa, what gives, Mackenzie?”

				I stepped farther into Winn’s private room, the door closing behind me. “Get away from Winn.”

				Ridge backed up toward the far wall, across from where Winn had lain for the previous twelve hours. “Seriously, girl, what’s going on?”

				“Why don’t you tell me?”

				He shook his short blond hair, hands still in the air, blue eyes boring into me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His gaze shifted to Winn, but I didn’t follow.

				I kept my eyes focused on Ridge, expecting that, if I even glanced at Winn, Ridge would attack or poof his way to oblivion. No one had given me any answers on what magic he could do since the last unexpected event at our party months before. Not to mention, I didn’t understand why Ridge would want or need to visit Winn. “What are you doing here?”

				“Visiting a friend.” He pointed toward where Winn slept.

				“I don’t believe you. Spill it, baseball boy, or I’ll make you.”

				Ridge huffed a laugh. “Like you could.” One hand lowered a little.

				“Get it back up, or I call security, and I don’t mean the police.”

				Ridge cocked his head in my direction. “Who else would you call?”

				For a moment, I wondered if he didn’t understand, or if he’d started a game of chicken and egg, just waiting for one of us to spill our magical secrets to the other.

				“C’mon, Mackenzie. I came to see how Winn was. I heard he was in a car accident and today was the first day we could visit.”

				“At six a.m.?” I snorted. “Right, and I’m a monkey’s uncle.”

				“Wouldn’t …” The sound came from Winn, still in bed and barely awake. 

				I forced myself to keep my eyes trained in Ridge’s direction. 

				“… that be …”

				The desire to turn, to check on Winn had me clenching my hands and tightening my muscles.

				“… a monkey’s aunt?”

				He would try to make a joke.

				I let my gaze travel to him and found his big brown eyes blinking at me. Even just ten minutes before, he’d barely been able to open them.

				Winn. I love—

				His eyes darted to the left.

				I spun back to Ridge, and as his lips moved in a near-silent cadence, the room burst into light, and a wind that couldn’t exist blew through my hair.

				“Spirit guides, I ask you, lend me focus and clarity.” Ridge’s voice held a mystical quality—almost feminine.

				No! That’s the spell to go to the in-between. “Mayday, Suze!” If he finishes, and sends Winn in, Winn’ll die.

				The wind picked up speed. A glance down showed the floor beneath my feet breaking away, one piece at a time, like a reverse tornado.

				I forced one foot forward, pushing myself toward him, but my human-only body couldn’t beat back the gale-forces, and I slid as far back as I’d progressed forward with each step.

				“Take Winn to the place beyond.”

				“Mayday, Suze. Mayday!” No! No! No! This cannot be happening. Like my thoughts, the sound of my words didn’t even pass over my ears, all of them swept away by the torrent of wind ranging around me. “Suze! Help!”

				“Where life and death know no form.”

				That I heard Ridge made me pause.

				That Suze didn’t instantly appear had me wondering just what kind of magic Ridge could do to seal off a room from the rest of the world.

				“Ridge, stop!” I yelled as loud as I could, my hand over my eyes as the air bit at me.

				Where is Suze? Mom! Help, please!

				“Give me wisdom. Give me strength.” If Ridge managed one more line in the chant, Winn would be zapped into never-never land, with never-ever a chance to return.

				I jumped into the wind. My body rose as if I’d become a plane, air pushing me backward and around inside the cyclone’s grip. With my arms held wide, I grasped for something. Anything. Eyes closed, I swung out, landing a hit on a solid surface, and fell to the floor, my nose, shoulders, knees and toes cracking against the cold tile.

				Everything in the room went silent; small slices of light shone through the blinds.

				Every bone in the front half of my body ached. Inch by inch, rising first to my knees, I straightened until I stood, my breath ragged as if I’d sprinted, and turned, hoping with a fast beat of my heart that Ridge hadn’t been successful in sending Winn back to where he’d just come.

				With a smile across his face, Winn sat in the same place as before.

				I shuffled to him, my body crying out in pain even as I dropped to the edge of his bed.

				“What just happened?” he asked, voice raspy.

				I blinked. My head cocked to the side. “Uh …” Had he not just witnessed gale-force winds and an insane teenager trying to kill him?

				Winn reached out for me, his movement as slow as my own had been. “You’re … burning up, Mac. Do you … have a fever?” His voice arrived as no more than a whisper.

				“A fever? I don’t get sick.” I didn’t either. All my illnesses came in the form of someone trying to kill me and having to recuperate from their actions.

				“You’re … sweating.”

				“I don’t sweat.” Beads dripped down my forehead, falling onto my shirt.

				Winn’s chest bumped up with a soundless chuckle.

				“Let me just get some water.” Before I could even plant my feet on the floor, the entire scene before me went black.

				• • •

				Blinking my eyes open to soft light filtering through the blinds, I fought with my memories. Or dream. It had to be a dream. I remembered Ridge and that he intended to send Winn back into the in-between. That I’d had to fight with him through a hurricane of wind in a hospital room. In Winn’s hospital room.

				Where I am now. Finding myself on Winn’s bed, in the same place I’d lain throughout the previous night, confirmed that my asleep mind had messed with me.

				Oh, yeah, that wasn’t possible.

				Had to be a dream.

				I reached up for Winn, who, in that nightmare, had talked to me, asked me for orange juice and to not share with the doctor’s that he’d woken. Like the previous half day, I found his eyes closed, the monitor attached to him registering the same numbers they had every time I’d checked.

				He never woke up.

				A spin had me facing the spot where I remembered Ridge had fallen.

				Nothing out of place. I imagined it all.

				Standing gave me no new information. Walking to the sink to get a cup of water didn’t either. I ran a hand through my hair and pinched the bridge of my nose. I’d seen my dad do that a lot when it came to me and the situations I seemed to find myself in.

				Definitely a dream.

				Yet, it seemed so real.

				Had I simply thought Ridge would be standing at the end of Winn’s bed ready to kill him? Why did he even flit through my mind when my boyfriend—the one I loved—rested in a bed in a coma? A hard headshake made my hair fall out of my clip but didn’t reveal any new answers.

				Why does it even matter? Dream is over. But life isn’t going on.

				With Winn still asleep, I made for the door and exited, hoping to find Suze or Bernie—something or someone—to distract me. Obviously, my lack of sleep, and Winn’s predicament, had me going slightly crazy.

				The outer nursing station bustled with life that the closed door kept out. Suze sat at the side of the door, as he had the whole time, my trained puppy of a destroyer demon, dressed in a candy striper outfit complete with pink and white skirt, pink apron and pink hat.

				“Really?” I asked him. “That’s what you picked for today?”

				He blinked big, black eyes back at me. “Well … I saw it on a television show, and I thought it would be appropriate.”

				I couldn’t help but laugh. “This one is your best yet, Suze. Really. I gotta pee.” While not modest, peeing in my half-dead boyfriend’s hospital room did not rank high on my list. “You’ll keep an eye on Winn, right?”

				He nodded and went back to his spot, though with the outfit, I expected someone, at some point would either ask him to leave or ask him to help. Given his height and solid two-hundred pounds of demon muscle, I suspected the first option.

				A splash of water to my face didn’t help my overall appearance. “Geez.” Blue-grey trenches formed under my fading brown eyes. My walnut-black hair flipped all over the top of my head. I hadn’t showered in a whole day, and my clothes smelled like something I shouldn’t ever try to describe. “This is why I never wanted a human boyfriend. Not supposed to happen.” With one final headshake, I forced myself out of the bathroom and back to Winn’s room.

				“Hey, Suze.”

				He nodded to me.

				I pushed the door open. Soft light broke in through the slats of the blinds, and Ridge stood at the end of the bed.

				“If you touch him, I will kill you.” Oh. My. God. Didn’t I say that, like, fifteen minutes ago? No, that was a dream. A dream, Mac, a dream.

				Ridge raised his hands. “Whoa, what gives, Mackenzie?”

				That was in my dream, too. I’m in a time-warp. That’s what this is.

				I stepped farther into the hospital room, the door closing behind me. “Get away from him.” My finger wagged at Winn even as I kept my eyes trained in Ridge’s direction.

				This is not happening. This is not happening. This is not happening. This is not groundhog day.

				Ridge backed away toward the far wall, across from where Winn remained for the previous twelve hours. “Seriously, girl, what’s going on?”

				Holy freak, this is happening again! “Mayday, Suze!” I rushed Ridge before he could say another word, ramming him with my shoulder and throwing him into the wall.

				His head bounced, a crack echoing through the room.

				Unlike before, the room door swung open, and Suze filled the frame, his hulking muscles breaking through his tattered candy striper clothes like Tarzan on steroids.

				“What the hell happened to you last time?” I asked. “Why’d you let him in again?” Under my hold, Ridge’s body slumped, and I let him flop against the floor.

				Suze’s plump fingers wagged in Ridge’s direction. “What did you do to that boy?” He stormed his way over, grabbed Ridge by the neck mother-cat-style, and yanked him to his feet.

				“Uh, Suze? That’s probably a bit rough.” Why I had any compassion, I didn’t know.

				“Oops.” Suze let Ridge drop again, and his head bumped against the wall for a second time. “Looks like he’s done for.”

				“He’s … unconscious …” The words came from Winn.

				I rushed to his side, slid up on his bed and wrapped my arms around him. His went around me, too.

				“Winford!” Suze’s excited call had Winn chuckling. “You’re not dead!”

				“Not … yet … at least.”

				“What do I do with him?” Suze asked, nodding to Ridge.

				“I want the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth so help him god, or I really will kill him.”

				Suze jiggled Ridge as he lifted him again. “All of it?” The gleam in his eye should have been a warning.

				“Every last drop of it, Suze. Squeeze it out if you have to.”
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				Winn

				In a huge show of light, Suze blinked out, taking Ridge with him.

				I wish I understood what’d happened. Ridge had entered on his own. Twice. He’d disappeared twice. Mac had come in with the exact same greeting.

				The exact same.

				Same words.

				Same body language.

				Same everything.

				It should have surprised me, but it didn’t. Her confusion did, though. Does she not remember? She fit against my side, warming up the spot that had gone cold with her two disappearances—and did every time she left me.

				“Could you … get me … water?”

				She rose, the same area going cold once again. Water spilled from the sink and plinked into a plastic cup.

				I’d vowed, as I floated between night and day with an inability to speak or move, to screw the Council’s rules about what I could and couldn’t say or tell Mac. She’d picked me as her teacher, and whether my job had finished or not, I meant to tell her everything. I also needed to ask her about what had just happened.

				She brought the cup over and held it to my lips, letting me sip the freshness of cool water. It coated my throat on its way down, soothing as it hit my stomach, and a grumbled response squeezed my middle.

				“I’m … so tired.”

				Her head snuggled against my chest. “I’m really, really, sorry, Winn.”

				I blinked, real blinks, bigger than the ones from before Ridge had walked in the first time, from when I’d practiced reopening my eyes. Wanting to not think about Ridge for a moment, I asked, “Did I … die?”

				She tilted up toward me. “Doc’s words were ‘sustained clinical death’ or some mumbo-jumbo. I mean, they told your dad, and I overheard. But they also said it was a miracle you came back.” On a sigh, she said, “I’m so sorry, Winn. I didn’t know it would be this bad. I just thought they’d make you die and the doctor people would zap you back.” She kissed me for the tenth time. “I really didn’t know.”

				“Sss … okay.”

				“No, it’s not. You can barely hold your eyes open.” Warm breath wafted over my nose as she kissed each of my lids in a gesture I’d never, ever have expected to come from Mac.

				With my arm around her, I squeezed, a wimpy movement given my lack of energy. “They don’t know what really happened, do they?”

				“Of course not. I told your dad, though. Thought he deserved some answers.”

				“Who …” A cough took over, and Mac held the cup up to my lips again. “Who sent me in?”

				“Don’t know. The Council is supposedly looking into it. I’m done—”

				“Waiting for them to … give you answers?” They’d done enough damage. To both of us.

				“Yeah. That’s why I sent Suze off with that request. I’ve had it with the Council.”

				“Mac?”

				“Huh?” Her tone told me she knew what I’d say.

				“We … need to talk about what happened.” I ran my hand up and down her back. My seethe followed with her sitting up straight as the muscles in my arm sent waves of pain back and forth.

				“You need drugs, Winn. Let me get the nurse.”

				I reached for the call button before she could, ignoring my cringe. Despite her being right, I didn’t want anyone else to interrupt us. We needed to talk. In private. Right then. “No, we really just—” A shift of my butt on the bed sent another wave of aches to my toes.

				Mac jumped off and stood next to me. “What can I do?”

				“Don’t leave.” The twist to my back as I adjusted didn’t help. “And don’t let them give me any drugs. I don’t want to go all googly-eyed.”

				Mac laughed.

				“Just … stay with me.” With a nudge from my very sore arm, she slid up against me. From there, I could look at her, and with a deep sigh, I realized I could see her chocolate eyes without any problem, except that my lids still wanted to shut. Pain radiated from every bone, from every inch of my body, yet with her next to me, I could bear it.

				The door swung open. “Hoo-eee.” The nurse laughed and angled her head back toward the outside. “I told ya, Carol. I said, I’m gonna bet that boy’s awake ‘cause I ain’t heard nothing from that girl in at least thirty minutes.”

				Mac smiled against the side of my neck. “Ever since your dad got them to let me stay, I’ve been a little annoying.”

				The nurse released the door and traipsed her way toward me. “I also knew you were going to wake up today.” She winked at me as she patted Mac’s hand. “How you feelin’?”

				“Like death warmed over.”

				Mac chuckled, sending throbs through my ribs.

				“That’s nothing a few meds won’t fix up.” She adjusted the IV and replaced the empty bag with a full one. “Think you might want some breakfast?”

				My stomach grumbled its answer.

				“Good then. And I’ll be calling your dad and other sister.” Another wink came my way.

				“Thank you,” I said.

				With my arm around Mac and my senses working again, I relaxed into the bed and stared out the window. Buds had formed on the trees in the time I’d been gone. A week in a day. I had to agree with the Council in one and only one way: a return to the in-between did not interest me.

				• • •

				I returned after a second batch of tests to Mac pacing my room. She whirled the moment I rose from the wheelchair and propped my butt up on the bed. Happily redressed in my jeans and T-shirt, I expected I’d be let out of my jail at any moment.

				As soon as the door swished shut behind the nurse, Mac laid her hands next to me. “You will not believe this.”

				“What?”

				She pushed off, stalking to the window, where the day’s brightness came through. “Suze got nothing out of Ridge.”

				“What d’you mean … nothing?”

				She spun, her eyes full of anger. “It’s like he knows nothing about anything. Not about the party and his use of magic there. Not about coming in here and trying to send you back to the in-between … two times.”

				We’d talked between my tests so we both knew the scene had played out twice. ‘Why?’ still remained the biggest question.

				“I have no idea how it stopped, how he came back in. It’s so … weird. It’s beyond weird. It’s beyond breaking the rules even, you know?”

				I might have learned a lot about the non-human population, but I knew less than Mac seemed to think I did. Pulling her back to the Ridge topic, I asked, “So, Suze did something to make Ridge speak, but he didn’t say anything?”

				Mac tugged at her hair. “No. He used the standard demon procedure for extracting truth.”

				“Is that a drug?”

				She shook her head. “Scared him witless.”

				A small laugh pulled at my torso muscles, making them ache. “Do you think, maybe, that’s not the way to go? Or … maybe Suze isn’t the best candidate for truth extracting.”

				Mac shrugged. “He’s all I have. I don’t trust the Council, Winn. I seriously don’t. Not anymore.”

				“I know you don’t want to trust them, but you’re going to have to rule with them in a few months. Maybe … you need to focus more on that.”

				Her eyebrows flickered up and down. “I need to find out what’s going on with Ridge, and I need to do it my way.” Mac’s fist beat against her palm.

				“You should. Absolutely. But, Mac, I need to tell you what I learned before—”

				A small knock preceded the door to the room opening. “Good afternoon, Mr. Thomas. It’s time for you to go home.”

				• • •

				As soon as we closed the doors on Mac’s car, with me in the passenger seat, Zoe pounced, wanting to know more about her mom, why Mac had gone back, and how I’d gone and returned from the in-between if humans couldn’t leave. I didn’t care about most of the questions she’d asked, except the last, and one more I had of my own that Zoe knew nothing about: my mom.

				As we pulled into my driveway, beside Suze’s Hummer, the man himself, standing next to the truck, dressed as a nurse from the nineteen fifties, took my attention. Suze had gone back to full-sized demon, as opposed to what I’d seen in the in-between, but selected the wrong gender. Then again, what did I know about demon genders?

				His crushing hug squeezed until it seemed like my insides would become my outsides. “You’re back! You’re really back! You’re back! You’re back!” We spun around and around, dizzying lines and colors blurring my vision.

				“Might want to let him breathe, Suze,” Mac said.

				He dropped me like a brick off a two-story building and caught me before I hit the ground.

				“Why are you dressed like an old fashioned nurse?” Zoe’s comfort level with Suze had grown a lot since she’d first met him.

				“I’m hereby, duly authorized, to ensure the health, safety and security of one Winford Richmond Thomas.”

				He has a new job? Me? Suze had been entrusted with Mac’s safety from day one, and mine only when Mac asked for it.

				“As a nurse?” Zoe’s confusion mirrored mine.

				“What else? He was sick. I have to make him better.” Suze lifted me into his arms.

				“Uh … Suze?” I asked, cradled like a baby.

				He started toward the house. “Yes?”

				“Can I walk? Please?”

				“But you might fall. You might bonk your head and not be able to heal. You might trip because—”

				Because I’m human. “I’ll take my chances.”

				He stopped. “Are you sure?”

				Mac’s laugh didn’t help my cause. “Yes. Totally sure,” I said.

				With a tentative motion, he set me down. “Okay, sport. Maybe you need some food. Or some rest. Maybe a little of both.”

				“How about we just go in.” I waved toward the house.

				“Um …” Suze tapped his lip. “Okay.” He bobbed his head. “Yes. Okay. Now would be a good time.”

				I eyed Mac, a little concerned and a lot worried by Suze’s answer.

				As we stepped onto the porch, the front door opened, and a bunch of people spilled out. My friends. My family. Mac’s family, though not Lucas, thank goodness. Josie. Caroline. Maddie. Moira. Pete. Robin. Cleo. They held a huge ‘Welcome home, Winn’ sign as if I’d gone on a trip or been captive in a foreign country.

				Which, as I saw it, I kinda had been.

				I nodded and smiled, making my way to the living room, where Mac took the spot next to me on the couch.

				Pete, and Caroline with her blue, black and brown braided hair, red glasses and green eyes, joined us first as others filtered in.

				“You caught that flu. God, man, everyone’s worried about it now,” Pete said. “The CDC was even called because of how bad it was for you. A few people at school caught it, too.”

				I faced Suze, still in his nurse’s uniform. “Yeah, really bad strain,” he said. “But good ole Winn here is one hundred percent cured. You can’t get it from him or anything. Not contagious like that.”

				“Yeah, we bet we know how he got it.” Pete mock-punched me in the shoulder as the rest of the group laughed.

				Caroline’s smile suggested she had her own guesses. Maddie, with her blonde curls and sparkling green eyes, stood on the fringes of the circle with as fake a smile as I’d ever seen on her face. She and I needed to talk, however awkward I predicted the conversation might be.

				“We have food to fatten you up, Winn.” Suze wiggled his way toward the kitchen.

				Pete leaned close in. “What’s with the guy in the nurse getup. He gay?”

				“No. Just a little … confused.” I pushed to stand. “I want to change. Feel free to get some food or whatever.”

				Mac started after me, but I shook my head. A minute alone would be good, not that I’d been overwhelmed by people in the previous days. More than anything, I wanted time to decompress, like a soldier after a big fight. He didn’t walk right back into life; he transitioned. Yeah, that’s what I need.

				• • •

				The familiarity of my room took away much of the stress and tension that had built up of the previous days.

				I’d survived the in-between. I had a future ahead of me, but without my girlfriend, as her number one task should have been saying goodbye to me.

				“I don’t feel like celebrating.” I dropped to my bed.

				Thankfully, no one commented back.

				Rising again, I walked to my window. To the place Mac said she’d come through one night as a ghost. To my computer, where I stored all my notes about Mac’s life, my time with her, and had written down everything I could remember—all the details I should have told her in the last three months instead of trying to teach her by making her ask the right questions.

				“Who am I kidding? I wasn’t cut out for this.” Ignoring my laptop, I fell back on my bed and stared up at the ceiling. “What am I supposed to do for a girl who’s going to walk about of my life in three months? Who has no choice but to walk away?”

				I knew the answer but didn’t want to admit it.

				Footsteps registered on the stairs, probably Mac venturing out of the human population to pull me from my growing funk.

				I rose, yet again, and moved to my dresser, pulled out clothes, preparing to wave them at her so she’d know why I’d closed the door on her.

				“Winn?” Maddie’s voice had me spinning sooner than I’d planned, and I found her standing in the open doorframe.

				My clothes flew out of my hand and fell to the floor.

				“Sorry, did I catch you off guard?”

				Grabbing my underwear, I shoved them behind me. “Yeah. A little.”

				“I’m sorry to interrupt.”

				“Uh … no … problem.” I threw my stuff back in my top drawer.

				“Can I come in?” With her hands behind her back, she meandered my way before I could say ‘no’. She’d visited my house before but had never come up to my room. Her eyes shifted to a deep grey, and she ran up to me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “Oh, Winn! I’m so sorry!”

				I tried not to hug her back, but my hands involuntarily dropped to her waist.

				She snuggled her head against my chest. “It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have—at my house—and before. I didn’t mean—” Deep sobs broke words I didn’t understand.

				“What’re you talking about?”

				“Everything.”

				“Everything? Everything what? I’ve been … sick, Maddie. You didn’t have anything to do with that.” Did you?

				“I got jealous.”

				“Of me being sick? You’re not making sense.”

				She shook her head against me. “I was so mad at you last week.” Her fist beat against my shirt. “But I didn’t mean it. I didn’t.”

				She’s talking about the kiss she tried at her house, right? I took her arms and pulled them off me. “Didn’t mean … what?”

				“You really love her, don’t you? All these years I thought you hated her and then you get together. I tried to get Ridge to ask her out—”

				Holding Maddie out from me, I said, “You had Ridge … you suggested he ask Mac out? But, Maddie, she’s dating me.” Is this why she made a move at her house? Did she think Mac and I would break up, and she could just … go for it?

				Downcast eyes tilted up to me. “I just thought … you and I have competed all our lives. You never … dated, really, so I just thought … I mean, I—” She shook her head and dropped it down, into her hands. “I just thought … Ridge said he was interested in Mac, so it seemed appropriate, and I … encouraged him.” She sniffled. “And then I was so mad about the stupid party, I invited him, and he totally ruined what could have been awesome.”

				How does she know about that night if everyone drank a memory potion? What exactly does she remember? That Ridge can do magic? Does she know he’s not human? Or is it something else altogether?

				“Then … she left, and we’d … you know … found each other again.” Her fingertips gripped my arms. “And then I wanted to kiss you and … that was so stupid, too, Winn. I’m so embarrassed. So you see?”

				Not really. “It’s okay.” Though, the idea that one of my best friends, someone I’d known since I was in preschool, would deliberately try to sabotage my relationship with Mac—or anyone—kinda hurt.

				“And then—”

				There’s more?

				“I heard you were at the hospital. I told my dad you were my boyfriend.” A deep sob erupted.

				Her dad? Not Mac’s dad? Phelps is a doctor? Does that mean he’s human? Or do non-humans work like that for humans? Is Moira married to a human? My eyes shot open. That’s not possible! That’s against the rules!

				Stop jumping to conclusions.

				“I just thought he’d treat you better if I said that. You know? I just … I totally messed up, Winn. I’m supposed to be so smart but everything’s been backfiring ever since you and Mac got together. My … my emotions are all over the place.”

				I took Maddie by the hand and pulled her back against me. Her honesty and clear pain at everything that had happened had me softening about the whole Ridge push—not the magical-try-to-kill-me part, just that she’d encouraged him.

				“You hate me now, don’t you?”

				I rubbed the back of her hair, soft but not like Mac’s. “Nah. I don’t. It’s no big deal.”

				“We’re good, then? Friends?” Maddie sniffled against me as footsteps made their way up from downstairs. She ran a hand against my cheek, and I took her wrist and held it tight. “Do you forgive me, Winn?”

				“There’s nothing to forgive. Really. There’s not.”

				She lifted up and kissed me as Mac walked through my door.
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				Mac

				“Are you kidding with this?” I stood in the frame of Winn’s door, staring at him with the little blonde traitor’s arms around his neck. Raising one brow, I gave Winn my best glare, aiming daggers at Maddie’s back. Just because I wouldn’t be around didn’t mean I had any philanthropic bent toward finding him a replacement. He’d have to do that on his own. Afterward.

				Maddie slid down Winn until her feet landed on the floor, her face buried in his shirt.

				“It’s not what it looks like.” Winn held his arms out wide.

				“Right.” I stormed in closer, not angry with him in the least. I’d had my own suspicions about Maddie for a while, wondering when she’d make her move. “He’s home for an hour, Maddie, and you’re going after him with me less than fifty feet away? Seriously?”

				Maddie turned and faced me. “It was an apology. That’s all.” Her tone came across sincere, but the tiny eyebrow raise negated her statement.

				“Say that to him with that same face and see if he believes you.” I wagged a finger toward Winn, indicating she should turn around.

				“I don’t need this.” Maddie held her hands over her chest, her bleeding heart voice carrying on in direct contrast to her facial expression. “I was happy to know Winn was okay and apologized for something I did. To him. This has nothing to do with you.”

				“Like hell it doesn’t. So again, Maddie, repeat those words while facing Winn.”

				“You both know I’m standing right here, right?” the guy himself said.

				“Yes,” Maddie and I both said.

				She narrowed her eyes, making her appear nothing like the Maddie she’d been for the last six months, especially with the tear at the corner of one eye.

				I rolled mine in as dramatic a fashion as possible as she turned to Winn.

				“I’m sorry again, Winn.” She reached out, running her fingers along his arm and taking his hand. “I’ll see you at school, okay?”

				“Yeah … uh sure,” he said.

				Maddie let go and spun, sticking her tongue out at me before she hunched her shoulders—pretending, no doubt, to fear me as she passed as close to the door frame as possible.

				“Oh, get a grip.” I slammed the door shut and turned to Winn. “Well, now, tell me what that was all about.”

				His mouth hung open.

				“You don’t believe that sob story apology, do you?”

				“Why wouldn’t I?” He ran a hand through his hair.

				“You know that was all a game, right?”

				Winn drew clothes out from the top dresser drawer. “What was?”

				“Maddie’s little show there.”

				The zipper of his jeans clicked its way down. “No, it wasn’t. And don’t look. I need to change.”

				I whirled, arms crossed over my chest.

				“She was apologizing for a few things, including suggesting Ridge try to get you to go out with him.”

				Shock had me turning. Winn stood in his black Jockey’s, the package taking my gaze from the get-go. Oops.

				His hands covered himself a second later as I slow-turned back away, a giant smile building on my face.

				“You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” he asked.

				“Of course not.” I used my serious voice, though inside, I knew the opposite. Two could play Maddie’s game.

				Swishing of clothes went faster. “Okay. Done.”

				I sauntered to him. “You know we have a lot to talk about, right?”

				“Yeah, we do.” He ran a finger across the top of my ear, pushing my hair back. “I missed you, Mac.”

				“I missed you, too.”

				Winn lowered until his lips hit mine, sparks of heat racing through my body the way they did every time we kissed. I’d have preferred that moment last forever, but held back, reminding myself we only had three months left. As much as I wanted to rush forward, to make up for all the time we’d lose, we had to talk through some more pressing issues first. Ridge didn’t matter to me, and neither did Maddie, but finding whoever had attacked Winn and nearly killed him in the process did. I wouldn’t let anyone do that once we separated for good.

				Arms around each other, our foreheads touched.

				“You said you loved me, didn’t you?” Winn asked.

				I went rigid. I didn’t mean to tell him. Yes, you did, Mac. He just hadn’t wanted to leave the in-between. You had no choice. He’d had to go, or he’d have died for real-real instead of real-with-a-chance-to-come-back.

				“You’re thinking, aren’t you? Trying to come up with an alternative answer to ‘Yes, Winn. I said I love you, and I meant it’, right?”

				Geez. “Of course not.” I slapped his chest, the muscles jumping underneath my hand.

				“Liar.” His smirk made me smile.

				“You have a houseful of welcome-home guests downstairs you should probably deal with before we talk more.” Extricating myself from Winn’s hold took effort since he wouldn’t let go. I twisted and turned, lowering and raising to get away from him.

				With each move, he countered and pulled me against him again.

				As our chests bumped up against each other, my hands wound around his neck and his lips lay against mine. Our tongues met while the biggest obstacle of all played through my mind. In less than three months, our entire relationship would end. We had no choice.

				Yet, he thought I’d said I loved him.

				I had, and I meant it with every inch of my heart and soul. He just couldn’t know.

				• • •

				“About time you joined the land of the living again,” Pete said, as we entered the living room.

				Caroline nudged him with her shoulder. “Don’t listen to him. We’ve been fed by your friend there.” She inclined her head toward Suze who walked into the living room with a huge platter of food.

				I grabbed one of the chocolate bars he had on the side and tore into it. The last time I’d eaten had been early that morning when the hospital delivered Winn’s disgusting breakfast of runny egg-looking things and stale toast.

				The rest of the welcoming committee holed up around the perimeter, their gazes wary and uncertain. Eyes wide or narrowed. Hands on hips or holding a drink. Soft whispers I could sense but not hear went to each other.

				In another hour, as day turned to night, I’d be on their team, the non-human one. Thankfully. I’d had to stay human to remain in the hospital, and my need to stretch my unladylike muscles, as Nahir liked to say, made me want to get out and fight a few vampires.

				Winn’s hand slid to my lower back, reminding me exactly why I played the human part so much—why I’d stopped forcing my better-half out of my system at the end of each day.

				“Where’s Maddie?” he asked.

				I rolled my eyes. Who cares?

				“Left.” Pete mumbled something as he shoveled in chips and dip as if it were the last meal he’d get. “With her mom.”

				“She say why?” Winn asked.

				I wanted to turn around and pinch his lips shut. Why did it matter that she left? She left. End of story. A pang of something hit my heart, a sensation I didn’t understand. Hurt? Jealousy? Whatever, I banked it and pulled Winn to the couch; we dropped together onto the leather.

				“Can I get anybody anything else?” Suze’s getup, complete with apron, forced a chuckle up through me.

				“No, thanks,” I said. “You’re the best, Suze.”

				With a nod and giant smile, he inched his way back around.

				“So, Winn …” Josie, a Siren with her deep red hair and gorgeous everything, pushed away from the wall, where she stood with her arms crossed. “Are you feeling okay?”

				“Yeah. But still really sore.”

				“From the accident?” Pete asked. “Or the flu thing? I seriously heard that strain was nasty.”

				I hadn’t told Winn what happened to his dad’s car, though Suze mentioned he’d crashed it to fake a wreck. That poor Jaguar had twice been beaten to snot for no good reason. The story we made up worked well enough for the human mind: while driving, Winn had had a seizure due to the flu, wrecked his car and spent a week in the hospital. The flu had been a perfect excuse, as a strain had hit our school and taken out over ten percent of the population. No one died, but the sickness provided the perfect cover for Winn’s absence.

				We still needed to explain my month-long departure, but I figured that could wait until someone actually cared enough to ask.

				Cleo traipsed up to Winn and patted his shoulder. “We’re really glad you’re … feeling better, Winn. Very, very glad, in fact. I hope this doesn’t change your mind about any of your future plans.”

				“School’s going to let you graduate, right?” Pete munched on carrot sticks.

				“It was only a week,” Caroline said. “But you—” She pointed to me. “You missed a whole month. What was up with that? Winn said you were sick, but for a whole month? And no phone call to me or Maddie?”

				Dammit. Did I only have to think it for her to ask? “Maybe I don’t heal as well as he does.” I shrugged. Around the room, the non-humans bristled. “Or maybe I decided to take a break.”

				Josie gave me a fast, almost invisible headshake.

				Wrong answer? Was one given that no one shared with me? Of course there was! That’s how my own kind screw me over all the time. They don’t tell me! “Or maybe—” I bit into my chocolate bar. “Maybe I had a few interviews for late entry into a few colleges.” That didn’t even sound unreasonable.

				Winn turned to me, his brows drawing together.

				I could have, couldn’t I? Dammit, now I’ll have to just to make it real. Back to my chocolate, I finished the last of it. It didn’t matter if I graduated. A future within the human world didn’t exist for me. My life came with picking a supernatural form for the rest of my life and ruling like some self-righteous king. I only had to be a part of the human realm until my nineteenth birthday, but I could fake it along the way as I had for the last eighteen years.

				“You’re biting that chocolate as if it were a plank of wood.” Winn’s whisper came right at my ear.

				I dropped the remaining piece to my lap, eyeing the falling sun through the back windows of his house. An itchiness to fight, to exercise my right to be anything I wanted, fought with my desire to stay by Winn.

				Josie approached, placed her hand on my shoulder, and squeezed. “I believe Winn may need some rest, and you, Mackenzie darling, have an appointment with your counselor.”

				Counselor. I knew Josie chose that word in place of ‘the Council’ due to Winn’s entourage. The moment he’d woken, and I’d sent Suze on a true information gathering mission, the Council had pounced—thus the five of them who’d descended upon Winn’s house at his return.

				Josie let go and walked away, toward Winn’s dad who stood at the door’s edge. If I hadn’t been watching, I wouldn’t have noticed the way Bernie’s eyebrows winged up as she approached.

				Something going on there? How’s that possible if humans and non-humans don’t mix?

				I turned back to Pete and Caroline as they stood. “So …” Caroline started, “I guess we’ll be going.” She swiped at her jeans, flattening the wrinkles. “We’ll see you at school soon, Winn?”

				“Yeah. Couple days, I think. Docs want me to take it easy. But I’ll be back Friday, for sure.”

				“How about you, Mac?” Pete asked.

				“I’ll be back when—”

				“She’ll be back tomorrow,” Josie said from the doorway.

				My head whipped around, and I aimed a glare at her. When did she take over my life?

				I hadn’t had a keeper in eighteen years. I wouldn’t start two and a half months before I’d be her equal.

				• • •

				With everyone gone, each having told Winn to ‘take it easy’ and ‘don’t let Mac wear you out’, I sat on one end of the couch with him on the other and the house filled with quiet. Even Zoe and Winn’s dad left, and I’d sent Suze on errands.

				We might have been somewhat alone at the hospital, but we hadn’t been alone-alone in over a month. That meant everything from before Winn had been thrown into the in-between piled up into one invisible heap of tension and sat between us like a stone guard.

				I wanted to reach out. To touch him. I wanted him to know I’d meant what I’d said to make him leave, but knowing our time would end sooner than when it had started held me back.

				Winn picked at his nails.

				I ran a hand through my hair.

				Seven months before, I’d have ignored him—a speck of human dirt on the floor. Six months ago, I’d have gone to him, curious about what he knew and uncaring about what anyone thought. As we sat together, but apart, the memories of our time played through my head and left me with an inner turmoil—feelings I’d never really experienced before Winn became a part of my life.

				He sat there.

				I stayed in my spot.

				Questions ran rampant but unsaid. I needed to find answers. I needed to know that once I took my place on the Council, Winn would have a fulfilling, wonderful life without me. Asking him, though, pained my heart. It wouldn’t have if he’d never said those words on Halloween the year before. If he hadn’t, I’d have completed my last year of half-human, half non-human and moved on.

				This is ridiculous, Mac! Stop being a human-like pansy and just ask him.

				Winn turned, glancing over his shoulder. Our gazes met, but we both shifted back, facing forward.

				Take the bull by the horns—who’d want to grab a bull’s horns anyway? Ugh!

				“This is stupid.” Winn and I said it at the exact same time.

				Our heads tilted up, gazes locked. He rose and moved to my end of the couch, took my face in his hands, and kissed me as if I hadn’t nearly killed him a few times, as if our life together would end in a few weeks.

				When he pulled back, we both gulped air. “Mac.”

				“Winn,” I said, mimicking his serious but playful tone.

				His lips curved, the same expression he’d given me in the past. “We have to talk.”

				Well, sheetz, to use Caroline’s un-expletive-expletive. Even I knew the tone he’d said those four words in meant the end.
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				Winn

				Staring into Mac’s eyes, with the knowledge I’d gained while she was gone, I knew I had to both tell her everything and walk away. Despite still having three months before we would be forced into the break, a ‘now or never’ philosophy hit me.

				Mac’s gaze stayed stuck to mine. As much as I wanted to share right then, to be chivalrous and to step back, I wanted to kiss her more.

				You need to tell her what you know. That she has to give you up to even get on the Council. That the Council has something riding on her being a part of it. About the split in what they want with humans.

				Instead of saying anything, and with a hand behind her neck, I pulled her forward, tracing her lips with my tongue until she opened for me, our movements just as fluid as any other time we’d been together.

				Our breaths mingled, coming faster as need consumed my body. Her arms snaked around my shoulders as she leaned back against the couch and drew me on top of her.

				Pulling on every ounce of self-control, I tore my lips from hers.

				She breathed fast, chest heaving against mine. I forced myself to slow.

				“I want you, Winn.”

				Oh, god. Why’d she say that now?

				Her hands slipped to my shirt, wrapped around the loose material and tugged me closer—if that were possible.

				“Mac—”

				With a lift up, she reached my lips, taunting, torturing me with her taste. To succumb would be easy. To rein myself in would be much wiser. While my thoughts raced, my body reacted. Hands slipped lower. Legs repositioned. Temperatures soared.

				Her addition to my life changed everything. The bad girl to the good guy. If I really wouldn’t see her ever again in two months, what would it matter if we had sex on the living room couch?

				No, no. Stop thinking like that. This isn’t the way to start an important conversation. “Mac—” I broke away from her clutches.

				She lay beneath me, as winded as me, with all the buttons on my shirt undone, my belt loose, and her T-shirt up to the bottom edge of her bra.

				Until I met Mac, most of life had been simple—not easy, but simple. I’d always made the right decision, whatever that had been at the time. Torn between wanting someone I shouldn’t and needing to walk away, I pushed back.

				Mac rose to sit as I moved to the opposite end of the couch, our breaths slowing. With her hair all mussed, I wanted to run my hands through it, to take her and what we’d started to my room.

				“You cloud my judgement,” I said.

				She snorted. “I take it that’s a bad thing?”

				“Sometimes. Not always.” I scooted closer to her and reached for her hand. “We have a problem.”

				“Well, duh, Winn. We have a gazillion problems.” She held out a hand, one finger pointing in my direction. “I have to find out why Ridge can do magic.” She stretched out another finger. “And—”

				“I know them all, Mac. Trust me. I do. I know more than you even.”

				She tugged on my fingers. “Listen, Winn.”

				“No. You listen.” My tone came out far testier than I’d meant. I closed my eyes, gluing my lips shut before I said something else stupid.

				She scooted around in her spot.

				Do it. Rip off the band-aide. “I-I—”

				Mac jumped up. “Spit it out already.” She faced the windows as darkness overtook the room.

				“I need some time to process what happened in the in-between and to understand all that I took in while you were … gone. And you were. Gone, that is. For a month, Mac. I have pages of notes, and I—”

				“You’re still pissed that I left you. Is that it?” She swiveled toward me. “I’m a lot of work for no payout. Totally get ya.”

				I stood but kept my distance. “No. That’s not it … exactly. Well—”

				She stalked toward the door.

				I followed. “Mac, no. Wait—that’s not—I just—”

				She kept going. “This is how it’s supposed to be, Winn. You were never supposed to be in my life. Ever.” Her hand raised in a wave over her shoulder as the front door opened, but she paused.

				“That’s not what I meant. And I was supposed to be. You—” Just tell her. “The rules, Mac. You have to give me up. It’s part of the program. It’s the final test.” Even as I spewed the words, my stomach churned.

				With her back to me, she said, “I know that. I’ve always known that. And there’s no time like the present.” Before I could speak, she disappeared through the front door, closing it with a soft click behind her.

				Hands to my side, I expected her to walk back through, hoping she would so I could tell her I didn’t care if she had to give me up. I wanted my last three months and every minute of it.

				She didn’t come back.

				• • •

				The shuffle of feet behind me held the weight and pattern of my dad—one person I needed to talk to, and who wouldn’t walk out on me at some point in my life. The clunk on the table meant he had work to do.

				I turned as he unclipped and opened his briefcase. “I hate this.”

				Dad chuckled. “Now that is how you start a conversation. This about Mac?”

				Of course he’d know. I moved to the table and stood behind the chair across from where he sat, with my hands on the back. “Why didn’t you tell me Mom was … one of Mac’s people?”

				His head snapped up. “Where did you hear that?”

				“When I was in the in-between. And when I was half-dead. Goddess, I’m guessing, from what I heard.”

				His pinched face lasted only a second—long enough for me to know my question reached in and grabbed him.

				“Why am I human if she’s not? Why didn’t you tell me? Is it because she was like Mac? Was it because she left? Did she really die? Maybe she just left.” I heaved a breath.

				Hands clasped on the table, Dad met my gaze straight on. “Are you done?”

				No. Yes. “Maybe.”

				“What do you want to know, Winn?” He held his hands wide, encompassing all the papers on the table as if they held the answers to all the secrets.

				“I want to know—” I pulled out the chair, the scrape along the hardwoods vibrating through my head.

				“Winn—” Dad started, but I stopped whatever he had to say with my hands up.

				I drew in a deep breath. “I’m not trying to be rude, Dad. I’m not. But it seems like anyone over the age of eighteen seems to believe those of us at or under the age don’t need to know the truth. You didn’t tell Zoe who she is or why. I know what you said about why you did that, but it’s a fact. You spent years lying to her. The Council has been feeding Mac what they want her to hear. Why can’t you all just be honest about it? Why don’t you trust any of us?”

				“It’s not about trusting you. It’s about rules,” Dad said. “And you know the first and foremost rule is ‘don’t give up the secret’.”

				I did know, but I had already been bound to ‘the secret’, and Zoe existed within it, so his argument didn’t work. “Give me one good reason why you couldn’t have told me Mom was a goddess, that she had a sister who was a Changeling, and that Grandpa went nuts when she picked you over him. One. One good, factual and truthful reason you couldn’t tell your own son about his heritage.”

				He rose and paced the eat-in area of our kitchen. “You’re right, Winn. It’s time you know what I know.” He sighed, dropping his hands to a chair in much the same position I’d taken before I sat. “I didn’t know what your mother was when I met her. We were just kids. Introduced by Grandpa at a time I thought magic was still part of mythology. I didn’t know our relationship would change or that I’d fall under her spell and still feel the pain of her death almost twenty years later.” His fists bumped the chair as he closed his eyes, lips pursed.

				For a moment, I hurt for him, imagining myself without Mac, without even the friendship I thought we’d developed.

				On a deep breath, he opened his eyes. “What I do know is that your mom and Grandpa were friends long before he brought me into the picture.” His lips firmed for a moment. “Remember when I told you I was fascinated by Grandpa’s work? That I studied his materials, and that’s what drew me in?”

				I nodded.

				“As I grew and learned more, I wanted to believe that mythology was more than the stuff of kid’s bedtime stories. But I knew it wasn’t. Grandpa, though, he had a singular focus. It’s the very reason I’ve fought so hard to give you a well-rounded life. For you and Zoe. Human or not. I wanted you to have some normalcy.” He sat again, his hands fidgeting on the table. “When I was in my early twenties, I fell in love with that beautiful woman I’d practically grown up with, not knowing about Grandpa’s plan to somehow become immortal, to use the in-between for that purpose. At the time, I knew nothing of her history. Not even that Grandpa was in love with her. What I did know was she was smart and funny, and I wanted to spend my life with her. And when she agreed, it was the happiest moment of my life, until we told him. It’s why we didn’t speak until you were born. He couldn’t not love his Grandson, and with her death, I think … maybe … he felt vindicated. Like neither of us could have her then. But—”

				“But she’d told you about Mac’s world.” It seemed plausible.

				“Exactly. So I still lost, but now I know. Of all things, on the day she had you, she told me all about who and what she was, fearing some of that might have passed to you. I didn’t believe her, of course, struck by what was happening right in front of me. She went from my partner in life to … gone in the span of an hour.” His hands clenched and relaxed.

				“It’s okay, Dad. You don’t—”

				“You were the whole reason she wanted to be human. She wanted a baby without the problems that constantly fell to the immortal. She wanted a legacy that could carry on without all the ridiculous rules. She wanted … you.” A small sob escaped him.

				I stayed silent. Everything I’d been wondering had passed through his lips on a rush of pained words. A tear dripped down his cheek, landing on the table. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

				His head shook back and forth. “I’ve done everything I could, as a human, to give you what your mother wanted. For her. I wanted your life to be what she wanted.”

				“How—how did you learn about the Guardian thing?”

				“Her sister. Josie showed up on my doorstep about a week after your mom died and told me that I needed to know, needed to believe. For your sake, she said. And for mine.”

				“She’s Mom’s sister.”

				He nodded, slowly at first. “How did you find that out?”

				“I overheard a lot of conversations when I was in the hospital. Don’t think anyone knew I could.”

				“Ah.” He tilted up toward me, our gazes meeting. “I loved your mother, Winn. Still do.”

				I can tell.

				“That’s one of the reasons I keep warning you against Mac. There are rules in her world, and we’re not in them. Your mother gave up her life to be with me. Mac’s not going to do that for you.”

				“I know.”

				“So what are you going to do?”

				The question hung like leaden feathers, ready to drop on top of my head and crush my soul.
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				Mac

				Sitting beneath my oak in Primrose Cemetery—a spot I hadn’t returned to in what seemed like years but had only been a month—I dropped my head to my knees.

				All around, life slowed. Night birds twittered the last of their songs; crickets had already turned in.

				I’d skipped the Council meeting, not caring if they punished me and knowing they’d eventually come find me.

				Still, I sat, my heart hurting like it had been torn from within my chest.

				It burned.

				Throbbed.

				An ache ran through me to my fingertips and toes. I’d given up shaking them to make it go away, since the sensation returned every time.

				I’d watched him almost die. I’d pushed him away even though I didn’t want to, knowing I had to. I should have done it sooner, spared him the pain and kept my secret as my secret.

				At the crackle of breaking wood, my head snapped up. From the open, headstone-littered space, only blackness stared back at me. A tingle at the base of my neck told me someone waited, but who, where and what remained a mystery.

				I didn’t have it in me to fight; without rising, I said, “Whoever’s there, go away.”

				A deep laugh rumbled toward me. “Once again, sitting here alone.” Felix, his long black strands of hair, matching trench coat, and hundreds-of-years-old vampire form, appeared from within the shadows, stepping around the corner of one of the giant headstones. “You have, once again, broken the rules set to ensure your safety and come here alone.”

				“At this point, who cares?” I leaned my head onto my knees again. “Besides, no one’s ever actually after me … you just all tell me they are.”

				“Unfortunately for you, there are many who do care.”

				Without looking up, I said, “Unfortunately?”

				Felix moved closer until he stood at my side and slid down the tree trunk in nearly the same way I had. “Darling, Mackenzie. Aren’t you the one who believes your life an unfortunate set of circumstances preceded by archaic rules and regulations? Haven’t you said, countless times, that your mere presence in this world is nothing more than the Council’s drivel, meant to torture a soul into submission? If so, I would call those unfortunate.”

				A small laugh escaped. I might have said something like that.

				We sat in silence for a few minutes.

				“I am still willing to give up my seat.”

				My head popped up. “Why? Why would you, a Council member, be willing to give up your seat? It doesn’t make sense.”

				“It’s the way, Mackenzie.”

				“Dammit all to hell, Felix.”

				He chuckled. “I would, if I could, but as you know, once a vampire, always a vampire, and hell is my destiny.”

				With my head against the tree, I stared into the night. “Why? Just answer me for once.”

				He let free a deep sigh. “In that, I cannot say.”

				“That’s the problem with all of you. You tell me nothing.”

				His feet shuffled against the ground. “You have a teacher—”

				“Who, thanks to those stupid, ancient rules you mentioned, has gone ahead and decided it’s time to break it off with me so I can fulfill those frustratingly horrible rules of yours.”

				“Is that what he said?”

				I kicked at a clump of leaves. “Not in those words exactly, but the action was the same.”

				Felix chuckled. “Ah, Mackenzie. You have earned psychic powers, then?”

				“When did you become the class comedian?”

				“The moment you were born, darling. The very moment.”

				“Why won’t you all tell me stuff?”

				“Because it is not our way. You should speak with your teacher, Mackenzie. He has the knowledge.”

				I threw my hands up. “Been there, done that, Felix. I ask questions. You all won’t answer. I don’t ask. You don’t tell. Winn’s got all the answers, but is giving me what you say I have to do, not what I really need.”

				“And thus you do not wish to relinquish the human?” Felix’s brow quirked up.

				The real answer—the only one I could admit to him openly—would have been a ‘Yes, of course’ when in my heart I meant a big, fat ‘No, not on your life’. On a huff, I stood. “I want information before I give you my official answer. I want to know why no one will tell me how Ridge has magical powers? How Winn nearly got sent back to the in-between, and how Maddie has a goblin for a mom but no magical powers. How did Ridge get into Winn’s hospital room? You see? All these questions need answers”

				“Darling, Mackenzie, there could be another method.” Felix stood with me.

				“What could you possibly tell me that would change my mind about how the Council deals with me?” I paced away toward one of the big headstones. “You. Just. Won’t. Answer. Me!” I smashed my fist into the top flat surface, making sure not to hit the marble where it would actually break.

				“Have you considered that the Council may not know the answers to some of your questions? That the information they have attempted to glean from said people has not proved useful?”

				“Bull—manure.”

				Felix laughed, a far off sound that echoed and forced sleeping birds out of the tree. “Your friend Caroline has had quite the influence on you, I believe.”

				She had, but I had no plans to admit it.

				Felix stepped my way, not making a single sound as he did. He took my arm in his grip and turned me so I faced him. “Listen to me, darling. I should not be saying this to you, but as one who wishes some … situations had a different ending, I shall simply put it to you. We—the Council—are baffled by certain situations. You recall Free?”

				“The demon? Yeah, I thought one of you sent him up as a test for me?”

				Felix’s brows came together. “No. There is no record of a request for his services by any Council member.

				I stepped back, bumping into the headstone. “How’s that—”

				“And the magic of your human friend?”

				I waited.

				“No trace. No record. Not even a whiff of an idea how.”

				“But—”

				Felix circled me, his trench coat flapping with his movement. “So you see, Mackenzie. Not all is as it seems in this world. Even the most powerful are often at a loss for answers.” His fingers moved to the bridge of his nose.

				“Why are you telling me this all of a sudden? I mean, yeah, I want to know, but why now? Why the big change of your un-beating heart?” Until that point, none of the Council had been allowed to tell me anything I didn’t ask about. Even Winn had been bound by the stupidest laws around. Lucas and Alina, my surrogate dad and mom, weren’t even an exception.

				“Because—”

				I stopped him. “Your nose is bleeding, Felix.” How is that possible?

				His hands went to his head, gripping his hair for a moment before he let go.

				“You okay?”

				With his back turned, he let out a yell into the ink sky and spun, his eyes blood shot. “No.” Air seethed through his teeth. “You need to go. Run. Now.”

				“What’s wrong?”

				One hand raised, finger pointing toward the exit. “Go, Mackenzie!”

				“Tell me what’s going on!”

				Felix fell to his knees, his hands plastered to the side of his face, agony written in every smooth plane.

				I dropped to him, but shifted to vampire form, too, not willing to take a chance on whatever happened to him.

				“Go!” His command came out a growl.

				“No!” I’d never feared any member of the Council, and I didn’t plan to start. “Tell me what I can do.”

				“I need—too long—”

				He needs to feed? Well, that ain’t gonna happen on me. If it did, I’d have taken Felix’s spot without a chance to choose it. I took Felix’s hand and pulled him up; tortured lines etched in his face. “There’s got to be someone around here you can snag for a snack.”

				He yanked free from me and raced off.

				I followed, tracking him from the lightest touch of his feet to bracken. “Felix! Wait!”

				Faster and faster he went, moving through the headstones and out across the cemetery plots, too quick for me to catch up.

				I stopped, letting the smallest noise breach my hearing. Felix’s gait came from the left, so I ran that way. With at least a ten second head start, he had the lead, but in youth and strength, I’d catch up. I always did, and I wanted to know what happened.

				He zigzagged right and left.

				I listened, dashing as straight as possible toward his sound.

				Left and right.

				I continued.

				At the farthest fence line, silence.

				“What the hell?” I paced along the side of the wrought iron fence, from one edge and back. Felix could have easily jumped the six-foot barrier, but beyond that corner, a wide open field of wheat waited, and Felix existed nowhere within it. Hands gripped on two of the metal rungs, I kicked the bottom, sending a reverberation through that section.

				“Mackenzie.”

				I whirled. “What the—where did you come from?”

				Lucas, my dad and Felix’s right hand man when it came to all-things-vampirish, stood behind me. My heart pounded in my chest as my own fangs lowered to their full length, muscles bunched in my thighs, and an instinctive defense took hold despite him being him.

				“What’s going on, Lucas?”

				He drew in a breath and let it out. “You are quick, Mackenzie.”

				“Yeah, I know. But as usual, that doesn’t answer my question, and Felix was on a roll for a little while there. Where did he go?” I eyed Lucas, wondering at the switcheroo he and Felix had just played.

				“He will be fine.”

				“Fine? Is that vampire-speak for he found a meal? I mean, c’mon … Dad. Felix went all batshi—crazy and ran. He was bleeding from his nose. He’s never done that. Never, Lucas. What gives?”

				“It is not of your concern.”

				“Are you kidding me? It’s never ‘my concern’, even though I’m supposed to be equals with these people in less than three months.”

				Lucas moved to the left; instinct had me shifting the opposite way. “I do not kid, Mackenzie.”

				“No. Right. You usually have no sense of humor at all. But guess what? I’m not going anywhere until someone explains what happened. Why did Felix look like he was desperate for blood?”

				“You saw that, and yet you gave chase. Why?” Lucas sidled to the right. I mimicked his movement.

				“You’re not answering my question!” Frustration had me balling my fists at my side.

				His head tilted left.

				I threw my hands up. “He looked … hurt.”

				Lucas’s eyes narrowed. “He is a vampire. And an ancient one, as you say, with unlimited healing.”

				“So.” I wagged a finger at Lucas. “You’ve been my surrogate for eighteen years, and you’ve never looked like that or acted like that. And you’re an ancient vampire, too. So … what … gives?”

				Lucas’s smile bloomed as wide as possible given the fangs at the ready. “Only because you have not noticed. There have been many a day in which I have walked away from you. But in Felix’s case, what happened immediately prior to the incident?”

				“Whatchoo mean?”

				“Ah. Prior to your giving chase. What happened?”

				I cocked my head at him the way he’d done. “We were just talking.”

				Lucas raised a brow. “Anything in particular said?”

				“Uh … well, he was telling me some … stuff.”

				“Stuff, darling?”

				“Answers.”

				Lucas gave a small nod. “And his symptoms developed during that conversation?”

				I nodded.

				He stood still, his gaze on mine.

				“Well?”

				“Unlike Felix, I wish not to suffer the same fate.”

				“So I have to guess?” A light bulb illuminated—literally—above me on one of the cemetery lamp posts. “That happened … because he told me? Are all of you affected by stuff like that?”

				Lucas nodded.

				“Oh. My. God, Lucas. That’s freakishly ridiculous!” I spun around, arms flapping, and dropped against the stone closest to me, sliding down until my butt hit the ground. “Feel free to go hide in the shadows again since I won’t get any more answers from you.”

				“As you wish, but, Mackenzie?”

				Angling up to him, I said, “Yeah?”

				“Your teacher can ask and answer those questions. That is his role.”

				“Look, Dad, Winn and I … I’m not sure there’s going to be much talking anymore. He’s done that whole honorable crap thing and walked away. Well, he said it. Sorta. So, I left.”

				“May I use one unsolicited human-centric cliché, darling?”

				I waved him forward.

				“Where there is a will … there is a way.” He tipped his head my way, and father-daughter chat finished, Lucas faded into the night.

				I didn’t want to give up, but going back to Winn seemed pointless, given we’d have to part ways anyway.

				Back against a large headstone, I sank to the ground and tipped my head up, staring at the stars and wishing, for a moment, I could be something other than a Changeling.
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				Winn

				The night Mac left, and Dad and I had our man-to-man chat about my mom, I dropped into the sleep of the dead. Or what I thought it might be like. Sometime during those thirty hours of unconsciousness, I’d woken, eaten, returned to bed, and remembered none of it. Twice. My dad had been all too happy to tell me all about my sleepwalking and his frantic calls to the hospital, as well as the Council, just in case there’d been a lingering effect to my afterlife visit.

				On the second and third day of my return, I played catch up for the week I’d been out of school. Graduation loomed only ten weeks away, with exams and final projects all due in that time, including the project Mac and I had collaborated on for months. We still had to finish our presentation, but the report had earned us the top spot in our class for content, information gathering and source reference.

				“Psst, Winn,” Zoe said as she walked past my door for the millionth time.

				“What?” I asked without breaking my focus from the papers in front of me.

				“Can I come in?” Her voice held a conspiratorial whisper.

				I scribbled the final notes on my Calculus homework.”Sure.”

				A tap on the shoulder had me jumping and spinning.

				Zoe giggled. “Did I scare you?”

				She had. I shook off the moment. “Of course not. What do you want?”

				With her lip between her teeth she said, “Do you think Dad will let me go to prom?”

				As her older brother, and one who’d thought about asking Mac but had decided against it, I wanted to say, ‘No way’, but knowing my dad the way I did, I figured he’d let her. “Why? With who?”

				“Just a guy at school.” She picked at her fingers, standing just to my side. “You going with Mac? Maybe we could … you know, go with you?”

				I shook my head. The last party I’d gone to with Mac hadn’t worked out very well, and she’d planned the whole event. No, wait … she, Caroline and Maddie had planned it.

				“Winn?”

				Snapped back by Zoe’s call of my name, I tapped my pen against my book. “What?”

				“Can we go with you?”

				“I don’t think we’re going, Zoe. Get Dad to drive you, or something.”

				“Maybe I could ask that magician dude, you know …”

				I turned back to her. “Magwa? What would you ask him to do? Make a pumpkin into a carriage? Give you a glass slipper? He’s a wizard, not a fairy godmother.”

				Her eyes opened wide, and her hands gripped my arm. “Is there one—do you think? A fairy godmother?”

				A laugh bubbled up. “I honestly don’t know.”

				“Wouldn’t it be in that book thing of yours?”

				“It wasn’t.” I’d read it cover to cover.

				Zoe’s shoulders fell. “So, why not you and Mac? What’s up with you two? She hasn’t been around for, like … three days. I thought—you know—now that everything was all right again, we’d be—you know, hanging out.”

				“You and Mac can do whatever you want to together. You are sisters.”

				“Yeah, but you’re my brother.”

				Not really. I didn’t say it as much as I wanted to. Everything in my world had been flipped upside down just a few weeks before. Not only did I lose a sister, sort of, one of my very good friends also had a goblin for a mom. That revelation still bugged me, I just didn’t know why.

				“Winn!” she snapped in front of me. “You keep zoning out. Pay attention.”

				“Sorry. I have a lot on my mind.”

				“Okay, but seriously. About the prom.”

				“Not now, Zoe. Ask Dad first. For all I know, he’s gonna say no.”

				“Fine, then. If he won’t let me go, maybe I’ll ask my mom and—”

				“How’s she going to authorize it when she’s not even … around?”

				Zoe shrugged. “Maybe I’ll find my real dad, then.”

				That, too, had thrown me. Zoe and Mac had become full-blooded sisters, and I’d been left with my dad. I narrowed my eyes at my sister. “You know Maya’s not going to tell you anything about him until after Mac makes her decision, right?”

				Another bump up of Zoe’s shoulder came with the biting of her nails.

				So many new pieces of information played around in my head, though the identity of Zoe and Mac’s human dad didn’t plague me the way it seemed to Zoe. Or Mac.

				I wanted to know more about Maddie.

				My alarm clock buzzed, and with a slap to the off button, I packed up my work.

				“Where you going?” Zoe asked.

				“Library.”

				“Tonight?”

				I shook my head. “No, Zoe. Tomorrow. Yes, tonight.”

				“You don’t have to get testy, you know.” She stormed out of my room.

				I headed downstairs and found Dad hunched over work spread out on the table—his home away from home in the previous few days. According to him, he wanted to stay closer to Zoe and me until Mac had her big shining moment in the sun on July fourth.

				“I’m going to the library.”

				He lifted his chin. “Drive carefully.”

				“Thanks.” With jacket in hand, I steered myself toward the garage doors, stopping with my hand on the handle. “Dad?”

				His head tilted up again, glasses perched on his nose. “Yeah?”

				“Do you think—is it wrong that—I mean …”

				His lips curved.

				“Um … about Mac … she hasn’t called in three days. Or come over. Or emailed. Or …” Anything, not that she ever checks her email. Too human.

				“I thought you had this discussion … that it was a mutual … arrangement.”

				We had. Sorta. “Right.” I pressed down on the handle, but let go and walked back to the table. “You were right, you know.”

				He slid the frames down his nose, pulling them off by the part that goes over his ear. “I am on so many levels, but why today?” A sly grin accompanied his comment.

				“If Mom hadn’t chosen to … become human … would you have … done something different?”

				“So this is about Mac?” His fingers played with the frame. “I’ve warned you that her destiny is already written, and that means part of yours is, too.”

				“I know. I know. But I can’t get her out of my head.”

				“Just because you won’t be together in a few months doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy your time with her now. As much as it hurts me to miss your mom, I wouldn’t change what I had with her. For nothing.”

				I pushed away from the table. “Yeah. Right.” My head bobbed in a nod. “Right.”

				“Sit, Winn.” He patted the surface of his papers.

				“I’ll be late for work.”

				“No, you won’t. You’re never late. You’ve got a ten-minute drive and a twenty-minute window. Sit.”

				I did.

				“There’s a lot about your mother that you don’t know.”

				I wanted to say, ‘Understatement of the year, Dad’, even with the conversation we’d already had.

				“Sometimes, I don’t even understand why she chose me. Why she put me in this position. Why she had to choose human for me.”

				“Aside from the non-humans can’t be with humans permanently rule?”

				Dad chuckled. “There is that. But for now, I want you to know that it doesn’t matter if you’re human or not. We love who we love, and those who are worthy of that affection, of that emotion, of that gift, will earn it. They will find a way to be grateful for your presence in their life, not the other way around. So, now, tell me. What is it about Mac that keeps you tied to her—” He held up a hand before I could speak. “And don’t say because she’s a Changeling, yadda, yadda, yadda. Give me something more. Something meaningful.”

				“She’s … she’s intensely smart even though she doesn’t let on. She’s … funny. She’s beautiful. She’s … I don’t know.”

				“What about intimacy?”

				My eyes squished closed before I could stop them. I’d never feared talking about sex with my dad, but just didn’t want to do it right then. When he gave me ‘the look’, I held up both hands.

				“Emotional intimacy is just as important, Winn. Do you serve each other, or do you serve yourself?”

				My forehead thunked against the table. “I feel … connected to her, you know. Deep down.”

				His hand scruffed my hair like he used to. “I’m sure, Winn, that there’s even more, otherwise, you’d never have gotten so close to her, nor be so torn about your current status.”

				“But what do I do? I mean, we’re in the homestretch, as you like to say. It’s almost all over. Done. Gone. Me off to college. She … off to rule the underworld.” I waved a hand through the air as if that would signify ‘the world’ popped back up. “What about becoming a Guardian like you?”

				He steepled his fingers. “Unfortunately, that’s not an option. There can only ever be one Guardian in a family. I’m it. And once you become a Guardian, there are no take-backs, as you and Zoe like to say.” His mimicking of me made me laugh. “If I could give it up for you, I would. But … I can’t.”

				“What … if I wanted to … change … myself?”

				Dad’s head moved side to side, slow and steady. I recognized the expression. It meant he had an answer, he didn’t like it, and needed a moment before he formulated his response. “I’m only going to say this one time. Son …” His gaze fixed right on mine. “Never change who you are forever for what you think you want today, unless you can say, with certainty, that the change is something you would do for yourself and only yourself for the rest of your life.”

				My watched buzzed, reminding me to get going, since I’d begged for my job at the library for a third time and had been told I could report to work with a doctor’s clearance.

				Dad took my hand and squeezed. “Now, go. Get back to work. Fall back into life. Help Mac, and go to college in August. That’s all I ask.”

				“That’s a lot.” I laughed as I stood, the advice he’d provided running through my head. He’d basically said I could let a vampire bite me and turn me into one of them. Without those words.

				Do I want that? Forever?

				

				Mac

				“Okay, Suze, spill. What have you learned?” I sat on his couch, in his crypt-basement of a house. He stood in front of me, dressed in a three-piece wool suit, a curved pipe between his lips and his Sherlock Holmes hat on his head.

				“You sure you don’t want Winford to hear these details?”

				“I’m sure.” I waved him forward. “Just me.”

				“But just you is …” His shoulders slumped. “… just not fun. How about we get Zoe?”

				“Dude, Suze. Get a grip. You knew Winn and I weren’t going to be a ‘something’ for that long, as it is. And Zoe calls me whenever Mom does her ghostly apparition thing.”

				“Yeah, but you aren’t trying!”

				I pounded a fist on the couch. It made next to no sound since Suze had redecorated his entire space in brown velour. “Please just tell me what you’ve found out.”

				Suze eyed me over his pipe, which he hadn’t stuffed with anything or lit. With his free hand, he retrieved his notebook and pencil from his pocket in which he’d promised he’d keep notes on any new piece of information he found. “Okay, so no word on Ridge or his magic, and the Council ain’t talkin’—as you know. Maya says ‘yes’, she did help in the hospital. Did a time-warp reverso thingamabob.”

				“How? No, never mind.”

				Suze shook his head so hard his hat spun to the left a quarter-turn. “I dunno. She’s the goddess.”

				“You know this totally bites, right?” I’d finally met my own mother, and since I’d left the in-between, she could only talk to me through my protector of a demon, or my sister.

				Suze’s big crooked smile emerged. “You like having a mom, don’t you?”

				I gave him the stink eye. “Technically, I have two. Alina and my real one. So … carrying on … anything else?”

				His pen moved up and down the notebook. “Still haven’t found out who sent Free at the movies, way back when. You know, I even went in and asked around … you know … down there?” His head cocked to the side, angling toward the floor until the hat tumbled off, which he caught and replaced.

				I assumed he meant hell, where he could go back and forth from but, for a super-strong demon, scared him just the same. “Yeah, and?”

				His big shoulders shrugged. “Nobody knows who called him up to try and steal you. Not even Free himself.”

				Waves of frustration ebbed like the tide within me. I had none of the answers I needed before I said goodbye permanently to Winn. When in the in-between with my mom, I’d promised myself I’d get them—or have Suze get them for me, but I would ask the questions. “So nothing new, then? Did you look into Maddie and her Mommy dearest for me?”

				Suze’s lips squished to the side.

				“What does that mean?”

				They moved completely to the other side.

				“Suze?”

				“Look, Mac. I know I’m playing the private dick, but—”

				I jerked forward. “The what?”

				“Private dick—”

				A shake of my head couldn’t get the words out of my head that he’d put in there. “Please tell me that’s some old expression because the image that just popped into my head is not one I want to remember. Ever. Forever.” I pressed my fingertips to my eyelids.

				Suze chuckled. “Got it from those old black and white television shows.”

				The mental picture remained, but I waved at him to go on. “So … Maddie?”

				“When you gonna get over this issue you got and go talk to Winn? You know the boy has info, and you need him.”

				I rolled my eyes. “Maddie, Suze. Maddie. Focus.”

				“Yeah, on that, Mac. She’s the daughter of a Council member. Prying into that is … well … like the kiss of death. I’d need to be the man of steel.”

				“Who?”

				“You really don’t watch much TV, do you?”

				“Of course not.”

				“The man of steel is Superman. I’d need to be Superman to get that information without risking every bit of my life.”

				“All the more reason to get more details,” I said. “You do that while I—” While I do nothing but wish Winn was with me.

				“You need that boy.” Suze crossed his eyes and wiggled his eyebrows at me.

				“Keep it up and that might stick.”

				“What will?”

				I mimicked his expression and stuck out my tongue.

				“That’s what human moms tell their kids.” He waggled a finger at me. Before I could snatch it and make him stop, he grabbed me in a huge, non-Sherlock Holmes-like hug and spun me around the room. “Mac has a sense of humor! Mac has a sense of humor!”

				My entire body jiggled as I hid a smile against his chest. “Down, Suze. Down!”

				He slowed and set my feet back on the floor. Once he’d freed me, his finger extended toward the door. “Go. Now. While you’re in a good mood.”

				“Go where?”

				One of Suze’s eyes opened wide. It narrowed. The other did the same. “To get the boy back.”
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				Mac

				I pressed the doorbell for a third time, holding it down and letting go at intermittent intervals. Only when feet shuffled across the inner foyer and a voice called out, ‘Coming!’ did I stop.

				The door opened, and Caroline stood in the middle.

				“What in house-fires are you doing here on a Friday night? Shouldn’t you be out with Winn?” She waved me in even as she asked.

				“I need your help.” The door closed behind me, and I followed Caroline toward her room. We’d been friends, or what I considered friends for no more than six months—since the time I’d hooked up with Winn and Maddie. Before then, I’d have classified Caroline as nothing more than a being I sometimes saw at school, if I happened to glance up.

				As we reached her room, she said, “What in the world do you need my help with?” She plopped on her chair, propping her feet on the edge of her bed in a way I’d seen her do a few times—when she and Maddie had dragged me along for what they called a girls night.

				“I have a hypothetical question for you.”

				Her eyebrow rose. “You’re asking me a hypothetical? You and Winn on the outs?”

				I flopped onto her bed. “No. Yes. No. Yes. No. I don’t know. Sorta.”

				“Since when?”

				“When he came home.”

				“He was sick, Mac. He probably wanted to … you know … put on his Spiderman PJ’s and crawl into bed. I’m sure you did the same thing when they let you out.”

				“Uh … yeah. Sure. Right.” Wrong. “So, anyway … you’re going to college in the fall, right?”

				“Yeah.”

				“What if you and Pete—”

				“Whoa, there. Pete and I are not a ‘what if’ scenario.”

				She could have fooled me. “So … back to me. What if you and … Maddie were going to different colleges and you knew you’d never see each other again. Would you stay in touch?” Maddie and Caroline had been friends since their first Kindergarten year. I figured that would be a relationship important enough to want to keep.

				“Well … I would if she weren’t acting all weird these days.”

				On that I could agree. “Right. What if she wasn’t? Would you … like break off your … friendship now or say goodbye later?”

				“Later, of course. No reason to be sad now. Not that we’d do that. We might drift apart just because of being away, but no one has to break it off just because they’re separating. Wouldn’t even do that to Pete, if we were a thing.”

				Dammit. Should have known.

				“So … is that what’s up with Winn? You guys freaked because you’re going to different schools?”

				“Uh … yeah. Sorta. We … I—we decided we shouldn’t see each other anymore because … of that.”

				“Oh, come on, Mac.” She reached out to me, but didn’t touch. “Winn’s totally into you. I’m sure if you just talk to him—”

				“That’s the problem. I’m not … exactly everything he is. I’m not … he’s just so much better than me. So … we’re done, or said we were, but … I kinda don’t want to be anymore.”

				“Gads, girls. You’re totally in love with him, aren’t you?”

				I waved her comment away. “No. You can’t fall in love for real before you’re like thirty, or something.” Or at least older and wiser and smarter and not about to live a life he could know nothing about.

				She laughed. “You totally are. So, just tell him. Don’t do what Maddie’s doing.”

				“What’s that?”

				Caroline pointed a finger at me. “Did you know that Mark and Jolene saw her with Ridge the other night?”

				“No. Where?” Should have asked Caroline for details, not Suze.

				“At Dulces of all places.”

				I fell back to the soft surface of the bed. “That’s a restaurant, Caroline. They gotta eat, and they are partners in their project.”

				“Yeah, but Dulces? I mean, Mac … that’s a date, and you know as well as I do that Maddie wants nothing to do with Ridge.”

				Staring up at the ceiling, I said, “Maybe that’s changed?” Like Winn and I? Stranger things …

				“Do you really, really, really, believe that?”

				Given Maddie’s actions the other day when I caught her with Winn, I didn’t. “No. Enough about her. How do I make Winn … want … me again?”

				“I dunno. D’you say anything bad? Do any yelling or use words you can’t take back?”

				I sat up. “No. Nothing like that. It was … mutual.”

				“And you want to back out of this … mutual decision?”

				“Yes.”

				She crossed her hands over her heart. “And you came to me for this?”

				“Yes! You have to know how to fix this.”

				She shook her head. “Uh … I’m not all there with the boy-stuff.”

				“But you have Pete.”

				Caroline gave me the one-eye-squished-closed expression. “Again! Pete and I are not a thing!”

				“No, no, liar, liar!” I had to laugh. “You and Pete are more than ‘just friends’. You hang out all the time. You managed to snag each other for partners. You like the same stuff.”

				“But we haven’t officially been on a date, or anything.”

				“Date, my ass.”

				“That’ll cost you.” Caroline held out her jar in which she’d stuffed dollars and dropped loads of coins. Her swearing hiatus had extended to Maddie and I, but mostly just me, months before, and while I managed to use her alternative wordage every once in a while, I often slipped.

				From my pocket, I pulled a bill and crammed it in with the rest—again, most of which I’d put in the jar.

				“Give me something, Caroline. I mean you’re hum—you’re better at the boy thing than I am. And, in this, I need guidance of the girl-sort. I cannot be left on my own.”

				Her laugh bounced through the room in a big, burst of sound. “Have you looked at the differences in you and me, Mac? Have you?” She rose and walked to the mirror.

				“Okay, but you …” How could I say, ‘have more worldly experience as a human girl’, when I did, in fact, live as a human half my life? “You’re better at this guy thing than I am.”

				Caroline wagged a finger at me. “I’m not better. I’m just more observant. Tell me what you said when you decided to go on this non-Winn roller coaster.”

				“Um … not much, we were kinda making out.”

				She jolted forward, toward me. “You broke it off when you were making out? How in Hades does that happen with a guy?”

				I shrugged. “I’m talented that way.”

				Caroline rolled her eyes. “Okay, skip that, and let’s move on. Maybe this is why Ridge and Maddie have found something in each other. Have you noticed that the more she says she wants nothing to do with him, the more he goes crawling to her?”

				“Aside from him constantly asking me out, I hadn’t noticed.”

				“Yeah, but you don’t count,” Caroline said. “You’re the girl he can’t have, so of course he’s going to do that. I figure Ridge’s on his way in with Maddie because Maddie’s spent long enough trying to push him away. Like … hot and geek don’t usually go together. You and Ridge are a much better fit … physically than you and Winn or Maddie and Ridge.”

				“It’s not about that.”

				She waved her hands at me. “I know. I know. What I’m saying is we’ve got ourselves a soap opera. Can’t say I’ve watched one all the way through myself, but my grandma watches ‘em all the time. Anytime she’s getting her treatments at the dialysis center, it’s on. Since I’ve been there a few times, I see it.”

				“See what … exactly?”

				“The whole girl-boy-charade necessary for officially winning someone’s love.” Her hands went across her chest, over her heart. “You could play the game.”

				“What game, Caroline?” I put my palms together and pointed my fingertips her way. “Please just give me a logical, uncomplicated, not-full-of-lies answer. That’s what I count on your for.”

				“That’s the problem, Mac. Life is full of lies because people don’t know the truths. If you want to win, you sometimes gotta play the game. If you want to win Winn—ha, ha—you gotta give him what he wants in you.”

				“Now you’re sounding more like Maddie and not like the brilliant scientist I thought you were.”

				Her eyes twinkled. “Maybe I’ve become a mad scientist instead.”

				“So, how do I play this game?”

				“You do exactly what everyone expects you not to do.”

				“I already do that.”

				“Then, do the opposite.”

				• • •

				“Psst.”

				I whirled as Zoe sauntered up to me at school. “You’re getting my attention with a ‘psst’ sound now? What gives?”

				She bit her bottom lip. “I have a secret.” She spun, bouncing into the lockers with a clang.

				With my bag in my hands, I said, “And you’re telling me you have a secret so that you can keep it, or are you telling me because you want me to know?”

				She smiled up at me. “I want you to know, of course. You are my … big sister.” Her shoulder bumped mine.

				I leaned back, next to her, my eyes on the passing river of people. “Okay, spill it.”

				“Mom stopped by right before I fell asleep, last night.”

				“She did? She have anything enlightening to say?” 

				Caroline passed with a grin on her face. Not two steps behind her, Maddie followed.

				“In the mirror this time.”

				“Huh?” I turned to Zoe, her bright eyes shining. Our mom could appear to Zoe, but not me. The mirror, though, that came as a first. “So, a little mirror-mirror, or something like that? Snow-White-like?” Usually, she showed as a ghostly apparition in the middle of Zoe’s room.

				“Still a fadey ghost, but, yeah. I was brushing my teeth, looked up and there she was.”

				“And you didn’t scream bloody murder?” It surprised me that Zoe reacted so well to so many of us; she had only just learned of her connection to the non-human race.

				“She has a sound now that I can hear before she appears. It’s kinda cool.”

				“So what did Mommy dearest want? Any messages for me?”

				“She suggested I go to your next Council meeting with you.”

				“Why?” My gaze tracked the flurry of feet, each racing its way toward homeroom. We had ten minutes, and my class would only take two steps to reach.

				Zoe shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe to meet others like me? Get me more experience with my kind?”

				I raised an eyebrow, staring down at my sister. Sister. The idea still struck me as odd and disproportionate to everything I knew about my life. Not only should she not exist, I shouldn’t know about her. Unfortunately for everyone else, I kinda liked her—not that I’d admit it to anyone outright.

				“I know I’ve met a few of the Council members, like Cleo and Magwa and Josie, but seeing them all together—and the others. That’d be cool, right? I mean you’re going to be awesome as part of them, and since you’re my sister, I should know them better, or something. Right?”

				She’d asked me loads of questions before, but with her newfound knowledge of her genetics, I’d been barraged. “What makes you think I’m going to be good at all this … stuff? You don’t even know what goes on or what happens.”

				Her shoulder bumped up a little. “I don’t know. I just … do. I know what that means for you, by the way. About Winn.”

				Pain lurched through my heart. “Fun while it lasted.”

				Zoe swatted at me with the back of her hand. “Don’t say that. You don’t know it for sure-sure.”

				“Yeah. I do.”

				“But if you knew for sure-sure, then you’d still think I was nuts instead of able to talk to dead people like that kid in the movies … but for real.”

				I nudged her arm with my fist. “Zoe?”

				She blinked big eyes up at me.

				“I still think you’re nuts.” With a smile, I pushed her toward her class and walked into mine.

				I’d secretly hoped Mom had passed another message along. The last one still replayed through my mind. Sometimes, finding your own way is better than being shown the way. After everything I learned in the in-between, I’d come away with one decision: I wanted to make my mom proud of my ability to get answers and become the leader she thought I would be.

				Yet, if I didn’t ask, they didn’t tell. My questions had, by that point, sucked. I had to get better.

				I needed Winn.

				I’d always needed him.

				

				Winn

				The fourteen steps to the entrance of the Rune Public Library took no time to climb after almost a week of practice, healing and routine. I pulled open the heavy, solid, mahogany door and breathed in the familiarity that came with the building and the books. Through the second set of double doors, I walked into the golden-lit room.

				The library had once been a cathedral, donated to the city by a church that constructed a new, modern building for itself over fifty years before. Those who’d done the restoration and conversion on the library left the feel of the old with the ambiance, the wood and the incense smells.

				I turned toward the counter but stopped.

				Had I seen what I thought I’d seen?

				Is Mac sitting at a table with Caroline?

				That’s not possible. Mac hates the library.

				Hates it.

				My feet and legs refused to move, frozen in place like the gargoyle statues on the outside facade.

				Mac did sit with Caroline at the table. Open books, closed books, papers, pencils, markers, highlighters. A bevy of office supplies littered the tabletop surface.

				Their faces angled down or up to each other. Back to the papers. Back to each other.

				I didn’t know how long I’d stood there before someone tapped me on the shoulder. “Winford?”

				Shaken from my blatant staring, I spun toward the voice. “Hi, Ms. Adams. It’s nice to see you.” 

				She frequented the library like a book itself. In and out so much she had the creases and bent corners to prove it. “Are you feeling poorly again, dear?” She patted my arm.

				I blinked a few times and cleared my throat with a cough. “No, no.” My confusion at seeing my girl—my frie—Mac at the library must have shown. “I’m feeling much better, thank you.”

				As I moved toward the counter, I caught Mac’s head shifting up again, and her gaze met mine. Her lips parted for a breath until they curved upward.

				“I’m so glad you’re back, young man. I missed you over the last couple weeks.”

				A check back at Mac and I found her facing her work again.

				“You take care now, dear.” Mrs. Adams tottered her way toward the exit with her latest bag of books.

				Is Mac actually studying? Even as I walked to the counter, I kept turning back, verifying that what my brain processed actually happened. Given so many of my past experiences with Mac, allusion seemed to fit her more than reality.

				As I passed books through the scanner, Mac and Caroline continued, with Caroline waving her hand and gesturing over the pages on the table.

				At seven, Pete walked in, headed to the table and sat with the two of them. He, too, pulled out pages of work and flipped through.

				Mac never budged from her chair. She kept working, or faked it, throughout my shift, right up until nearly ten when the head librarian dimmed the lights in the closing signal.

				I took a set of books to the stacks, and upon my return to the main counter, Mac stood there, her hair twisted up, pencils stuck through the tail.

				“Need a ride home?” I asked.

				She pursed her lips and shook her head once. “Nope. How are you feeling?”

				“Better.” The books in my hand thudded on the counter. “What are you …” I almost didn’t want to ask.

				She leaned in closer to me. “Doing here?” A laugh followed. “Studying, Winn. I have a month of classes to make up and have been given two weeks to do it.”

				“Really—” That came out so wrong. “Anything I can help with?”

				“Nope.”

				Awkward silence stretched before us as if we hadn’t made out on my bed or spent every waking moment together over the last six months.

				“So … I gotta go.” Mac pointed to the door. “I … Maybe we could meet next week—once I get this stuff done … and work on the presentation?” She meant the last of our Senior research project that we had to turn in before graduation. “I talked to Mr. C, and he agreed to put us at the end, what with all the ‘illness’ we’ve experienced between the two of us.”

				Wow. Initiative? Mac? School? Focused? “Uh … yeah, anytime next week. I’ll take it off. I’ll come to your—”

				“No. We can meet here. So … see you later.”

				“Yeah … okay.” My disbelief at her interest in school, faked or otherwise, evidently stunted my ability to speak.

				I finished my work with confusion and wonder swirling through my head. The Mac I knew cared nothing about education, except to reach the end and finish out. Though I’d seen her shift in the last few months, more than I had in the last thirteen years, I didn’t completely believe it.

				Why the change?
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				Mac

				Wasting time playing the relationship game of life like some hungry puppy seemed stupid and pointless, but Caroline insisted that running back to Winn without showing him I could be different would only make me look desperate and childish. Besides that, I did have a month of homework to do, and she promised to keep me focused. An hour at the library—more if Pete showed up. Pete, who Caroline claimed she had no relationship with, but who she touched and snuggled up against. Pete, who eyed her like he wanted to wrap his arms around her and kiss her, and who peeked up from his book across the table every once in a while.

				As my ‘new normal’ progressed toward July fourth, I had to find time to both do what she suggested, what my teachers requested, and continue my search for answers—or keep bugging Suze to search, rather.

				Back at Caroline’s, I snuck into her paisley-blue bathroom and sat on the edge of the tub. “Mayday, Suze.”

				He materialized with a blast, rattling the counter, lights and mirror.

				“What the helpmates?” Caroline said from the other side of the door. “Mac? You okay in there?”

				“Yeah.” I held my finger up to my lips.

				“What was all that?”

				“Wind, I think.”

				“Oh. ‘Kay. Weirdness,” Caroline said.

				Outside the window, the trees didn’t even bend, though a huge thunderstorm had passed through two hours before.

				“Strong spring storms, I guess.” The rattling had been loud enough that I wondered if the gods had descended. Since no one sent me away or came to find me, I figured it had been a natural Suze-thing.

				“She bought that?” the demon himself asked in a super-low whisper.

				“She’s focused on her homework, so she’s ninety-percent oblivious.” I kept my voice air-soft so our conversation wouldn’t breeze beyond the bathroom door.

				Suze chuckled in silent laughter, his great bulk bouncing in his skin-tight, red and blue outfit.

				Not outfit … he’s wearing a cape. “Uh, Suze?”

				He jutted his chin toward me.

				I traced his form in the air with a finger.

				“Superman!” He separated his feet, placed his hands on his hips, and turned his head as if posing for a movie poster photo.

				“Okey-dokey. I need an update.”

				A clipboard, pen and cell phone materialized in his hands.

				I pinched the bridge of my nose. “No, first, I need to know why this?” One hand traced his form from bottom to top.

				“Man of steel. Remember?” He tapped the pencil to my temple. “I told you if I was gonna go find out information about a Council member, I had to be bulletproof.” As soon as he stood upright, he beat his chest like a gorilla.

				“But you are bulletproof. You’re a demon.”

				He smiled impeccably white teeth. “Yeah. And now I’m Superman.”

				“Okay, okay. Whatever. Carry on … Superman. Tell me what you found.”

				“Well,” his voice dropped even lower, “the boy was right. Moira does have a daughter, and her name is Maddie, and she does go to your school, and she is in your class, and—”

				“What about her dad?”

				“That nice doctor at the hospital is him. Yup. Same person; he’s the one who saved your life.”

				“So, there’s a goblin as a doc, and Maddie’s a goblin—”

				“Noooooooooooo,” Suze said, stretching the ‘O’ sound for an overextended period of time.

				“Well, what then?”

				“That doc’s a human.”

				I jerked back on the edge of the tub and slipped straight to the inner center. Feet hanging over the ledge, I said, “Oh, my god. Maddie’s a what? Halfling? And how is that relationship allowed? I thought—” I stopped at Suze’s massive headshaking. “I don’t understand. Halflings aren’t … allowed.” He shook harder. “She’s not part human, part goblin?”

				“I got no idea. All I can confirm is Moira is a goblin, as we know. That man who is listed as blondie’s dad is human and one heck of a doctor. And blondie herself is … well … just a pretty smart blonde human.”

				I waved both hands at him, my butt still in the tub. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

				“Well, that’s what I found out, and that was in talking with a few people I shouldn’t have been asking those questions of. They’re gonna get back to Moira. I know it.” He bit at his nails in an anxiety-driven fervor if I ever saw one.

				“Okay, enough about Maddie. I’ll ask Mom about that. Or Zoe. Or someone. Maddie has no real connection to this, except that she’s …” a boyfriend poacher and needs to be watched “… connected to Moira. Anything new on Ridge? He’s who I really want to know about.”

				Suze pursed his lips, eyes darting toward the window, to the floor and back to me.

				“So, nothing?” I pushed out of the tub. “Dagnabbit.”

				He chuckled. “That’s a new one.”

				“I get ‘em from Caroline.” With a thumb, I motioned toward the bathroom door. “And I better get back in there before she wonders what’s taking so long.”

				“Or thinks she’ll need a big can of Lysol in here.” He waved his hand under his nose as I laughed.

				“Get out, Suze.”

				He poofed away just as fast as he’d come but far quieter.

				I walked back out, grabbed my cell from my pile on the bed and waved it at Caroline. Back in the hallway, I dialed Zoe, whom I’d tagged as my partner in crime.

				“No, Mom has not made an appearance today.” She’d answered on the first ring.

				“Zoe, Zoe, Zoe. What do you think? I’m using you to talk to Mom?” I chuckled even as I mentally chided myself. Had I been? “Tell me how your day was.”

				She snorted. “You really want to know how Matt Hauser popped Megan Moriarty’s bra in Geometry, and how—”

				Whatever she said I let pass right on through. Freshmen had no tact. No, I didn’t care, but I could pretend to listen. “Unh-huh,” I said.

				“—And blue pigs went flying right past the window.”

				“Unh-huh.” Shit! I did it again.

				“Totally got you, Mac.”

				“I heard you.”

				“Tell me what I said.”

				“Yadda, yadda, yadda, blue pigs went flying … yadda yadda.” Having a kid sister after eighteen years of single-childhood had not prepared me well. “I’m sorry, Zoe. I really don’t mean to bug you just about Mom.”

				“Yeah, you do. It’s okay. You know … Winn’s in his room. As usual. He’s in there all the time in fact. No idea what he does in there unless it’s something smart, or gross.”

				“Don’t go there, Zoe,” I said. “I don’t want to know.”

				She giggled. “’Kay. But he’s here. By himself. All alone. Probably missing you, you know. You could always sneak in and just …”

				I peeked back in on Caroline. Her serious-face hovered over the textbook, so I took that as the all clear to keep jabbering in a low whisper. “Can’t yet.”

				“What do you really want, Mac?”

				“Just to talk to you.”

				She busted out a laugh. “No. Really. Tell me.”

				“Will you ask Mom how there can be halflings, if human and non-humans aren’t supposed to couple up? I mean, I know they exist, I’m one of them and so are you, but I’m not really. I’m a special case. And you’re …”

				“What am I?”

				With a palm to my head, I said, “I don’t know. I need to talk to Winn.”

				“Thought you had a … plan.” Zoe used a sing-song voice.

				“Dammit.” I cringed at my volume.

				“That’s a dollar, Mac!” Caroline said from within her room.

				“Dammit,” I said on a whisper.

				Zoe chuckled. “She’s totally got you with that, you know.”

				I dug through my pocket for the stash of ones I kept there for when we crashed at her house. “Just ask Mom for me, okay? Obviously this ‘rule’ isn’t really a friggin’, rule and that’s just gonna pis—tachio me off.”

				“You’re getting better at making up words,” Zoe said.

				“So you’ll ask?”

				“Of course. Just remember, I can’t call to her. I have to wait until she shows up, so no bugging me for answers.”

				“Fine.”

				We hung up, and I went back into Caroline’s room, stuffed my dollar in her jar and bounced on the bed.

				“What was that all about? Zoe still willing to help?”

				In so many ways. “Yeah. Winn’s just home alone. Again. You know … I need to ask him a couple—”

				The glare aimed my way would have pinned me to the wall had I been a fly. “You promised you’d follow my rules. Are you backing out? Are you too chicken to take the long road?” One eyebrow tweaked itself up.

				“Of course not.”

				Before I could say ‘But’, she said, “Good. You don’t have to like it, but you came to me, so you have to listen to me.” She gasped and fake-strangled herself.

				“What’s that for?”

				With a pencil pointing in my direction, she said, “I sound like some middle-aged Mom saying that. Gads, why do adults think we should listen to them all the time? You know how many of them screw up their kids in the name of … man, I don’t even know what.”

				“Or they just lie to lie.”

				“That, too. Makes me glad I have the ones I do. I couldn’t imagine life without my mom or dad.”

				I’d lived my entire life without my official one, and once I met her, I had to give her up. “So, why should I listen to you if you think you’re just like them?”

				Caroline grinned. “Because I know I’m actually right.”

				

				Winn

				Mac’s new studying habit, which I could only conclude had come about because of Caroline, had me wondering if perhaps I’d slipped into another dimension of life upon my return from the in-between.

				Her complete focus on school had stunned me silent for the first fifteen minutes of our Monday meeting, and we’d parted with a plan to get together, once again, the following Monday.

				I couldn’t wait.

				• • •

				The five school days dragged, and brought with it a torrential downpour and yet another empty Friday night. With Zoe asleep in the other room, and no sound of any ghostly appearances by her mom—who seemed to be popping in for more frequent visits—I settled on my bed with my laptop, prepared to re-read the notes I’d taken about Mac’s life—past, present and future. If our relationship had moved on, the least I could do would be give her all the answers I’d acquired.

				Or, all the answers given to me.

				I opened a new document and, with my notes on one half of the screen and the blank page on the other, started reading and re-jotting. In every interview I conducted with the Council members, I walked away with one answer and ten more questions. I hadn’t actually finished meeting with them all, but something told me it no longer mattered.

				My interest in the paranormal, though, hadn’t waned. Like my grandpa, I’d always been fascinated, and having a girlfriend, or friend-friend, as a key member of the otherworldly fulfilled one of my many human desires to be ‘in the know’, as my dad liked to say. At least for another two months.

				With Mac’s notes up again, I scanned through.

				First important point: the Council wanted me to teach Mac using their method. I’d agreed. I shouldn’t have. Tradition and pre-designed paths have their place, but Mac followed none of the rules the Council wanted to enforce. Every once in a while, someone would even use the old cliché that rules were made to be broken. Why hadn’t I?

				Second important point: two previous Changelings never took their place on the Council, instead choosing human. Mac, though, would never do that. I’d once thought she’d prefer to hurl than go into a library, too, and she’d showed up every day in the past two weeks. Maybe I’m wrong? For a moment, I pondered that one. Did she show up at the library where I worked, every day, for another reason? Is she becoming one of us—human?

				With a giant smile on my face, I returned to my notes and point three: no one knew where Mac’s book, The Carriage, the start of our connection, had gone. From library to my hands to ‘poof’, gone.

				My fourth note said: Mac’s mom turned out to be a goddess. That information had changed Mac’s entire perspective on life, since most Changelings came from a human female and a non-human male. Mac’s parentage had been the exact opposite.

				Moving right to note number five: If halflings aren’t allowed, why even accept a Changeling?

				Because rules are made to be broken.

				Hadn’t Josie said that?

				Scrolling through the pages of notes I’d written when I interviewed her, I found the words: ‘There aren’t any laws that prevent it.’

				In the human world, when no law existed, people had freedom to do whatever.

				Is it just a guideline and not a law?

				Why can’t they just make this simple?

				Scanning, I searched for my interview with Moira. She wanted Mac and me to be together in an almost too-good-to-be-true way. She’d even said, ‘Mac loves to hate rules, but they define her’. I’d disagreed, but as I thought more about it, I wondered if she had a point. ‘Once she stops fighting it and rolls with it a little, she’ll see she has the power to change them.’

				The power to change the rules.

				‘She’s a Changeling daughter of a goddess, Winn. She’s even more special than anyone could imagine, they just aren’t telling her because they’re a bunch of stodgy old farts.’

				At the time, I’d laughed, but what if a Council member wanted to keep their human. Couldn’t someone with magical powers do that? Hadn’t Moira said her husband, Phelps, ‘converted’? To what?

				The temperature in my head shot up. Lying down, with my laptop at my side, I stared up at the ceiling, and one other big note I’d jotted down jumped into my mind. Josie had said, ‘The future of the entire Council rests in Mac’s hands’.

				I grabbed the tennis ball on my nightstand and threw it; it missed the ceiling and fell back into my hand.

				None of it made sense.

				Up.

				Down.

				Up.

				Down.

				With the fifth throw, the proverbial light bulb went off.

				Everyone on the Council is a liar. The whole group.

				I popped up, grabbed the laptop, attached all my files and wrote a short note, ending with: “I know the biggest secret of them all.”
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				Mac

				Winn stood in front of me in the hallway at school, three weeks into Caroline’s insane plan to ‘do the opposite’, which had turned into ‘be more like Winn’. I’d tried to give him the sweet nods, head bobs and girly junk Caroline suggested—flirting, she’d said—but instead, I managed to avoid looking at him, walked away when he came toward me, and generally anti-flirted. It surprised me he’d want to talk to me at all.

				Around us, signs for the prom and graduation announcements plastered the walls of our school. One month ‘til prom. Two and a half months ‘til graduation. I should have put up a sign that said ‘End of Mac’s life’ and added a countdown to it. I still couldn’t believe I’d gone to the library fifteen times, which totaled fifteen times more than my BW years—Before Winn.

				Winn grabbed my hand, the contact searing into my soul. We hadn’t so much as touched in weeks, and the sensation made me rock on my heels. It made me want to kiss him, hug him, bury my face against his chest and breathe in his essence. He stood there as if waiting for me to acknowledge him.

				Am I supposed to say something? Does deliberate flirting include random commentary?

				“All I was going to say was ‘check your email’.” Winn said as I stayed silent. “Then we really need to talk. It’s been two weeks, and I haven’t—”

				It’s been three, Winn. Twenty-two days in fact. I counted. I could even give you the hours and minutes. Caroline’s words played out again, ‘keep the relationship simple’. Little did she know what would come of ‘us’, but I promised to stick to the plan until April fifteenth. After that, if he didn’t make a move like Caroline promised me he would, I had other ideas.

				After what seemed like hours, I said, “’Kay.”

				Winn tilted is head left, right, left again, a grin taking hold of his lips right before he pulled me toward the sunshine, to the openness of outside, with no Caroline or anyone to keep me on my plan.

				My back went against the outer brick, and Winn’s hand went to the side of my face. Lowering my lids, I turned into it, breathing in his scent. Upon opening my eyes, an instinctual pull to kiss him tugged at me, but my view of Ridge, standing at the far edge of the wall with a giant smile across his face, squashed it.

				“I think humans and non-humans are engaged in more … long term adventures,” Winn said.

				Holy shit. Play it cool. Don’t get excited. “You mean beyond the three ‘Fs’?” I’d nicknamed the only long-term interactions—food, finance and fraternization—we non-humans had with humans.

				Winn nodded.

				Humans were only supposed to be a means to an end, which did not include long-term interpersonal relationships. Then again, with what Suze told me about Moira and her doctor husband, Winn’s revelation kinda made sense. “Okay. Well. You know … we got needs. Felix has to eat. Magwa needs guinea pigs to test stuff on. Etcetera. Etcetera.”

				Winn chuckled. “Come on, Mac. You know what I mean.” Deep emotion clouded his eyes. “You know what that could mean. For—” He closed his mouth and tilted down, shaking his head. “Just think about it, okay? It’s in my notes. In your email. It has an impact … on … for you.”

				Was he going to say ‘us’? I breathed in his scent, so Winn. So human. So mine. “Yeah. Okay.”

				“Promise you’ll read it?”

				On a breath of air, I said, “Yes.” One more week. Ish. If I could hold out until the fifteenth, I could show Winn I could be like him. He’d understand how much he meant to me, and we’d get to actually enjoy our last eight weeks together.

				In theory.

				Unless there could be more to us afterward. Which I didn’t really believe.

				Ten more days.

				Ten.

				Or, as the gods are my witness, Caroline, I’m going to kill you for making me wait.

				• • •

				“You’re spending an awful lot of time being human these days, you know that?” Suze turned a giant Superman wrist watch his way. “Like, ever since boy-o returned, you haven’t changed more than half a dozen, or is it six and one-half or—” He stopped at my glare. “You’re human right now, too. I can smell it.” At least he hadn’t put on the suit again. “And it’s nearly eleven in the o’clock. This is prime Mac-out-fighting time.”

				Since we’d found ourselves in his crypt with any number of creepy-crawly, bloodsuckers in the cemetery above us, I could easily have picked a great training battle. Hands on my hips, as cocky as Suze but without the getup, I said, “I’ve been—”

				“Don’t say busy.” He waved his hands through the air. “Please not too busy to be you. You’re conforming.”

				“Who said that?”

				“Said what?”

				“That I’m conforming.” I poked my finger into his not-man-of-steel demon chest. “Did Raven say that? ‘Cause I’m not. I had a good sparring session with both Lucas and Felix just a few days ago.”

				His eyes darted left and right. “Liar.”

				“Am not.”

				“Are, too. Lucas, Felix, Josie and—” He pinched his lips together.

				My eyes narrowed. “Suze? Who’ve you been talking to about me?”

				He huffed. “Everyone! What else am I supposed to do? You want answers, I gotta ask questions. So I ask questions, and people give me answers, and a gazillion opinions, too. But then they ask me questions, and I gotta answer those, too.” His finger wagged at me. “You’ve put me in a right position, you know.”

				I placed my hand on his chest. “I am not conforming. I told you what my plan was. Do all my homework. Figure out the answers to what to do with my life. Get Winn back. “

				Suze’s head angled my way. “But you could have him now, and you’re still gonna have to give him up.”

				“I know.”

				“Seems a little selfish to wait so long when we all know he wants you, too.”

				I threw my hands up in the air. “What am I supposed to do?”

				“You should go to him now. Use all the time you got.”

				“But—Caroline told me I’m doing everything right. Like all the other stupid humans. I’m doing something the way the human half of me would do it, not how the other half of me would do it.”

				“The human way instead of the supernatural way?”

				“Yes!”

				“Whatever you say, boss.” After a grand flourish and head roll, Suze stood still again. “So you want me to keep keeping my eye on one-hundred-percent-human boy?”

				“Yes, please.” I started for the door and spun.”

				He bowed toward me like some old fashioned butler. “I am, as always, at your service.”

				“Keep an eye on Raven, too.”

				“Raven? Why?” As he asked, he pulled out his notebook and jotted something inside it—probably another notch on my massive ‘to-do’ list of people I wanted on surveillance.

				A small growl bubbled in my chest. “Because … since you’re talking to everyone, I can safely assume everyone knows what I’m doing with Winn and that, yes, I’ve been human for most of the time. Which means, the lovely—”

				Suze snorted.

				“—Raven is probably waiting to pounce, believing I won’t make the right choice on my birthday. If she’s planning something early, I need to know.”

				“That makes somewhat logical sense, smart-girl.” He held his hand in a finger-gun position and dipped it toward me. “But you’re going to stay … one of us … aren’t you?” Worry coated his tone. “You’re not going to go and be a human or let Raven pick for you … right?”

				“Right. Just let me know if she starts making plans on my behalf, so I can—”

				“Beat her to an angelic pulp?” Suze giggled like a little school girl.

				“Yeah, that.”

				“You know …” Suze tapped his chin. “Speaking of the devil … though can you call an angel a devil?” His head cocked to the side.

				“You can if her name is Raven,” I mumbled.

				“She’s been ill a lot lately, which is kinda weird for an Angel, so maybe you’re right. I should keep an eye on her.”

				I glared at him. “Ill?”

				“If you went to your meetings, you’d know this. You skipped March, and they all ganged up on me.” Suze sucked in air as if to draw back in every word he’d said.

				“They ganged up on you … like how?” I stalked to him, each step a lion preparing to pounce.

				He shook his head, eyes closed.

				“You aren’t allowed to keep secrets from me, Suze.”

				His head moved faster, to the point I expected it would eventually spin all the way around.

				“Suze!”

				He stopped. “The Council has their own list of stuff for me to tell them, and it’s all about you, and it’s all about Winn, and it’s all about your plan, and it’s all about the fact you’ve been being human too much.”

				I knew it.

				He blew out a breath, inhaled and said, “And they made me tell them everything—well most everything—and I tried not to, but they know you gave him up, and they know you want him back, and they know—”

				I raised both hands, halting his words. For them to know my entire business irked me, but I knew they would. They always did. Suze, though, answered to them first. Me second. I had to remember that. “It’s okay, Suze. You’re forgiven.”

				“I am?” Big lashes batted at me. “For reals?”

				“Yeah. It’s not your fault since the monster-squad has you on the payroll.”

				His eyes widened to saucers. “You’re gettin’ real nice with this ‘new Mac’ thing you got going on, you know that?”

				I wouldn’t admit it if he tried to make me. “Thanks, Suze.”

				His finger pointed right at me. “And that! You never say thank you.”

				“I’m sorry! Okay?”

				The same finger bounced up and down. “And that, too! Oh, my goddess, you are getting nice. You want Winn so bad you’re getting manners! I love Caroline! I love Caroline! I love Caroline!” He clapped harder with each repetition of her name.

				“Enough, Suze!”

				“And there she is. Our Mac is back.” All humor left his voice, but not his eyes.

				“Go dig into some details. I want to know more.”

				“On it. Anything else for you then, ma’am?”

				“No. Oh, wait. Hypothetical question.”

				He rubbed his palms together. “I like these.” A giant grin curved his lips.

				“Say humans and non-humans were to … um … get together for more than the three Fs.”

				His head popped over to the right.

				“No one ever said there was a law against, it, right? So, it’s reasonable to think … that we … that they might …”

				“You wanna know if humans and non-humans do the Jersey-Shore hook-up for keeps?”

				I rolled my eyes. “Basically, yes.”

				“Yes,” Suze said.

				“What?” My eyes opened wide. “What the hell, Suze? Years and years and years of people telling me that’s not allowed. How is this possible?”

				“Well, it’s not allowed for Council members. Maybe they just thought if they stretched the truth a little, it would make life less complicated for ya?”

				I snorted. “Less complicated, Suze? So, you’re telling me, if you wanted to go marry a human, you could?”

				He nodded. “But it wouldn’t be easy. If I wanted to stay demon, I’d have to fake my humanness … get all old and wrinkly with my girly-mate until she died. And then when she died, I’d be all alone and sad.” His big bottom lip poked out. “That’s why most of us don’t go down the yellow-brick path of human fraternization. It’s way too hard on the ticker.” His hand covered his heart.

				That made sense. “Why not Council members?”

				His head lolled back and forth. “Don’t know. It’s just … the rules.”

				• • •

				It took every ounce of willpower not to run to Winn and kiss him when he walked into school Friday morning, April fifteenth: F-day for me, ‘F’ standing for Finally!

				“Don’t do it,” Caroline said from my side as Winn sauntered toward us.

				“Do what?”

				“What you’re thinking in that head of yours.”

				“How do you know what I’m thinking? And didn’t I already meet my thirty-day trial period, whereby I acted all normal and scholarly,” and human “like you said?”

				She bit at her nails. “You’ve thought it every time you’ve seen him, every week for the last four. At the library every day. When you drove past his house ten times the other night.” She bumped up against me as Winn came up close. “Keep it cool, remember? You jump into his arms now, he’s gonna know it was all a ploy. This is the last day. Tomorrow is the big reveal.”

				I lifted my chin as he stopped by us but gazed off toward the hallway full of students.

				Caroline took his arm and rubbed. “How you doin’, Winn?”

				“Good. Thanks.”

				“Cool. Good. Gotta go.”

				I forced my eyes not to widen as she disappeared into the mix of people. How the hell am I supposed to play it cool when he’s standing right there making every nerve ending in my body heat up like last time? I barely got out alive before!

				“Mac?”

				Do I look at him? What the hell does cool mean, anyway? Dammit. Screw this.

				In a whiplash-inducing move, I faced Winn, took his cheeks in my hands and kissed him.

				Someone tittered. Someone giggled.

				Someone pushed us apart.

				“You going to welcome us all to school that way today, Mackenzie?” Ridge asked from my right side, where he’d appeared as if from the depths of hell itself.

				Winn flanked my other side, a finger to his lips, as I positioned my hands on my hips.

				My eyebrow rose. “Why don’t you let Maddie do it for you, Ridge?” Though I hadn’t seen them together since I’d talked with Caroline about it, the words just flew out of my mouth.

				“Why would I do that?” Ridge pressed in closer, his annoying habit of interrupting where not invited eating at the self-control wall I thought I’d shored with Caroline’s help.

				How utterly convenient to have interrupted just when my game timer has run out. “Because you’re an ass, and so is she.” I spun away from both Winn and Ridge and marched my way toward first period.

				Luckily, in all rooms except our Senior project class, I sat far away from anyone who might otherwise bug me. Unfortunately, once we reached the last class of the day, Ridge and Maddie had their heads together and Winn’s desk couldn’t have gotten closer if it had been pushed toward mine—which he may well have done.

				I’d managed to ‘be cool’ as Caroline said through much of the day—which, once I had to think about it, took far too much energy. I refused to look at Winn, though I kept him in my peripheral vision and peeked as often as possible, catching his gaze on several occasions as well as a small smirk. Caroline admonished me with repeated eye rolls and hand waves anytime we met up. Luckily, she hadn’t seen me kiss him. For that, I’d probably have had to write sentences, or repeat a mantra after her a thousand-dozen times.

				It made me wonder if all the exhausted-looking human kids in our high school were constantly acting—playing a role they weren’t suited for—in an effort to get some other person to love them.

				Having Winn near me, though, it took serious effort to not touch him, hold his hand, say his name or look into his eyes. God, Mac, you sound like some jealous thirteen year old hoping for a first kiss with her new boyfriend. Get a grip.

				My inner pep-talk didn’t really help, but at least the words were said. In silence.

				For an hour, I listened to our teacher drone on and on about the upcoming presentations, how to prepare, how to format, how long they should be, how many slides, how not to read. I could have fallen asleep after the first two generic descriptions if I hadn’t spent the whole time smelling Winn and wanting to nudge my desk into the aisle to be closer.

				Why did I agree to Caroline’s rules? And for so long? Couldn’t I have quit when I finished all my make-up work?

				That had been the first time I’d ever gone to a human for help—outside of Winn. It would have to be the last, too. If the Council wouldn’t have threatened to turn me human for spilling my secrets, I might have told her the truth of the whole thing.

				“Mackenzie?”

				My head popped up and out of my daydreams toward our teacher. “Yes?”

				“You and Winn are still okay with the May fifteenth presentation, correct?” He held his clipboard in one hand, the pen in the other.

				A glance at Winn and with his nod, I said, “Yes.”

				“And you realize that’s the Monday after prom, right? Don’t disappoint me.” Mr. C scribbled something and went to the person behind me.

				If the eight thousand banners in the hallway didn’t scream ‘prom’ on May thirteenth, nothing else would have. I knew it. Winn knew it, or had to. We hadn’t talked about it, and dances didn’t really suit me, so what did I care?

				In finding my spot to zone out on, my gaze crossed over Maddie. Her brows drew together right before she faced Ridge again.

				I’d pondered over her little display in Winn’s room a hundred times, trying to figure out what had happened. She’d avoided me since, going so far as to cross the hallway if we walked along the same route. Maddie had even snubbed her nose at Caroline, too, expertly providing excuse after excuse for why the two of them couldn’t hang out. After thirteen years of friendship, she’d cut the rope. It wouldn’t make any sense, except that I’d spent even more time with Caroline, effectively pushing Maddie out.

				Seemed to me, Maddie’d had a change of heart about a lot of issues. If I guessed right, it all started when I followed Winn as he read from that book. The book I no longer even had.

				A simple question played through my mind: Why? That followed with: If she’s the daughter of a goblin, of a Council member, did she know who I was when we first met? One more: If she didn’t know, did Moira tell her at some point recently, and why? Finally: If Maddie had non-human in her, why did she go to human school and act human, and what did she know about me, exactly?

				“Mac?” Winn’s whisper brought me from my inner pondering.

				Facing him would take no effort, but immense strength not to whip around as if I’d been waiting years for him. “Yeah?” I scribbled on the paper in front of me.

				“What are you doing this weekend?”

				Ooh! I got this one. I gave Winn my best smile and said, “Well … I have plans.”

				“Oh.” His expression remained unreadable.

				“With Caroline.”

				“Ah.” He nodded a few times.

				The bell for the end of class buzzed, and everyone scattered, picking up bags and books. I did the same, scooting myself out and around the desks. By the time I reached the door, Winn had caught up to me and held on to my arm.

				We moved to the lockers as the bustle of end-of-day activities began, including a glare from Ridge as he passed by toward, what I expected to be, baseball practice.

				“You’re hanging out with her more? Caroline, that is?” Winn asked.

				“Yup.”

				“With Maddie?”

				My brows came together. “No. Just Caroline. Sometimes, Pete.” At that moment, I wanted to ask why he’d brought up Maddie, and why he’d used a concerned tone as he said her name.

				“Did you get my email?”

				I still hadn’t checked it. “Yeah.” Note to self: open the email program tonight! “Um … so about tomorrow. Are you busy this weekend?”

				His eyes narrowed, widened, and returned to normal. “Uh … no.”

				“Good. Come to Caroline’s. Bring your computer so we can finish out the presentation slides. We’ll be ready in plenty of time.” I patted him on the shoulder and walked away, hoping he’d come.
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				Mac

				Sitting with Caroline in her room of color—red, blue, green, orange, black and white all in one—I stared up at her glitter ceiling. “I am very, very, very happy this is the end of my double-O-seven covert-ops-on-Winn thing.”

				“What covert ops?” She didn’t lift her head but continued with her Calculus homework.

				I eyed her as she worked. “Don’t give me that. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

				She chuckled. “It’s working.”

				“How do you know?” I needed that detail because, at that point, Winn hadn’t come running on his own like she’d suggested he might do—except for the little extra at school. “Seriously … how … do … you … know?”

				More laughter came from her. “Zoe give you any updates?”

				“Only that he’s getting ready to come over. She’s going to delay him, though.”

				“Good. Good. This is all going as planned.” Caroline waved the pencil at me.

				“You know this would have been so much easier if I just killed myself off and reincarnated myself in someone else’s head with a different body but the same me, like in those soaps.” We’d watched a few just so she could prove their worth to me.

				A dramatic eye roll accompanied her, “They’ve done their job.”

				“But … you know, in those soaps, the guy always ends up running after the girl, and if you’ve noticed, Winn has not come running after me. He hasn’t—”

				“Have you seen how Pete hangs off my every word now?”

				I had. “Wait. I thought you said you and Pete weren’t—you were doing the same thing? Oh, my go-osh, Caroline.” I caught myself before I said a word that would lose yet another dollar.

				She raised and dropped her hand. “I figured, what the hey, right? He is kinda cute. What I’m saying to you is that Winn’s not going to come running because he’s not that kind of guy. But … he will bring his books, his laptop and his school work …” One finger jutted out and poked me in the arm. “… because you asked him to. You’re showing him you’re focused, and you’re making him wait, but clearly—” She inserted yet another over-the-top eye roll. “—he wants you back. And he’ll be here in like two hours.”

				“Oh! Shoot. Can I borrow your laptop? Winn told me he sent an email ages ago, and I meant to check it last night.”

				She turned her head toward me. “You, check email? Now? What has this world come to?”

				I stuck out my tongue and opened her laptop. My inbox updated while I stared at it, one message after another filling the field until the count at the top grew to over eight hundred.

				“Dude, Mac. That’s sad,” Caroline said a minute later.

				“What is?”

				“More than a thousand unread messages? Do you ever open this program?”

				I shrugged.

				Caroline’s chuckle brought out my own. “Thank goodness we have decades and decades to make this all work at the rate you move with technology.” She picked up her pencil again and jotted down a few numbers under one of the gigantic word problems she’d been working on.

				I didn’t have decades. I didn’t have months. I barely had weeks.

				Back in my email, Indiana Jones could have found Winn’s message faster than me. For every legitimate-looking one, at least three offered penis-enlargement, breast augmentation and constipation relief.

				Humans never failed to amuse me, but the junk they produced topped it all.

				I found Winn’s message but also one from Maddie and one from Raven—an absolute first. Raven talked with me never by choice and only if both of us couldn’t avoid it. Putting words in writing must have meant she had a really big need to ‘tell Mac I hate her’.

				No thanks.

				What can she possibly have to say that I won’t hear in a few weeks?

				Raven’s email bored into my irises, though, inciting a desperate plea to open it and see just what one of my colleagues-to-be had to say.

				Oh, go and open her email. You know you want to.

				With a click, the message appeared larger on my screen.

				Mackenzie—

				Eighteen years and every one of the Council members refused to call me Mac.

				If you’ve had a chance to meet your mother, and return to planet earth unscathed, then you’ll eventually read this message. If you don’t, then at least I’ve said the words that needed to be said, lifting a weight from my shoulders.

				For years, I’ve pushed you, and as you know, I have the power to make your final choice for you. I want you to know that, should you not choose your final form, I will give you my place.

				Yes, I could make you human and thusly torture you for the rest of your natural life, but that’s not what I want. It never has been. Not for me. Not for our races. Not for the Council. We need you. We need a leader willing to push the edges. We need a leader willing to unite the humans and non-humans.

				I thought I’d been the one our world waited for when I willingly gave up the human I loved and dutifully took my rightful position on the Council. Realizing you’re following in my path, you can take this as warning or a way to not worry about your nineteenth birthday.

				Do not give up Winn.

				There is a way to accept your place on the Council and keep the boy you love. You must find it, or the fate of the Council will be sealed forever. You are our last chance. Our last hope. The gods declared it at your birth, which is why your mother fought to keep you for so long.

				The gods threatened the one she loved most, and she gave up herself for him. For you. For your sister.

				I assure you, my intentions are honorable.

				All manner of words fought to escape. Holy cannoli passed through my mind—Caroline’s no cursing rule so ingrained in me over the last month, I couldn’t even think the word I wanted to say.

				Raven doesn’t want me to give up Winn? How can she say that in a freakin’ email dated a month ago and not tell me outright? How can I pick Winn, not pick human, and be on the Council?

				Her message didn’t make sense. Coming from her, she knew, too, that I wouldn’t ask her about it. This is another test. I banged my fist on the bed. Stupid, stupid. For a moment, I bought the sincerity. The answers. The plea. Get Mac to believe something’s possible and she’ll screw up so Raven can make her human—the one thing I’d never accept in life.

				Why does the Council play these games with me?

				“What are you concentrating on over there?” Caroline asked.

				“You know. Crap, and all. I’m done, though.” I’d have to read Winn’s at a later time since Raven’s kinda ruined the happy moment I’d had going.

				

				Winn

				The day ran long and the night even longer as I thought through Mac’s actions. Weird became the only word I could use to describe them. Without access to Suze, or even Zoe, who refused to talk to me, I ended up sitting in my room, once again, thinking.

				“This is as boring as it gets,” I said to no one.

				No one said nothing back.

				I’d finished my homework.

				I’d gotten ahead on the presentation—enough that when Mac and I would meet in two hours, we wouldn’t have to work on it at all. I planned something completely different; I just hadn’t told her.

				Shuffling from beyond my door forced me off my bed, tennis ball in hand again, and I caught Zoe as she exited her room.

				“Hey,” I said.

				“Hi.” Her head ducked low as if she didn’t want to be seen.

				“Why have you been avoiding me?”

				She stood straighter. “I haven’t. Just been busy.”

				“With Mac?”

				“No.” Her extended answer, with a long ‘o’ sound gave her away.

				“Liar.”

				“Oh, come on, Winn.” She stamped her foot on the ground. “I’m trying to be Switzerland here, you know? Instead, I end up being the go-between for you and my sister. Both of you make me want to pull my hair all out.” She exaggerated doing just that.

				I held up my hands. “I’m sorry. You’re right. That wasn’t fair.”

				Zoe rolled her eyes just like I’d seen Mac do countless times.

				I stepped back toward my door.

				Zoe grabbed my arm. “Hey.” She bit at the side of her lip. “Do you think … well … when Mac’s birthday comes around and you’re, you know … back to not knowing about any of this. Well … are you going to forget me?”

				I’d never thought of that. Forget my own sister? Talk about cruel. “I don’t know, honestly. I guess, maybe, they take my memories away that are of Mac and—” With a hand, I swished through the air. “—all about her, but you were in my life before. So maybe then it’s just up to you to keep the secret from that point.” That seemed logical.

				“I hope so. You’ve been a good big brother.” A grin pulled up her lips. “Mostly.”

				My own smile grew. “And you’ve been a bratty, annoying, but mostly awesome sister, too.”

				“Thanks. So … you ready to get doughnuts?”

				“Now?” I’d forgotten I promised to go with her. “It’s almost seven already, and I’m meeting Mac at eight.”

				She banged a foot on the floor again. “You promised you’d take me before you went since Dad’s out of town again.”

				I raised my hands. “Sorry. Yeah. Let’s go.”

				“Cool. I’ve got a couple friends going with us.”

				“You do?”

				• • •

				Rather than spoil her evening, I climbed into my car with Zoe and her two friends. With one hour and only a ten minute drive to Caroline’s, I figured I had plenty of time to deal with my sister and get to Mac.

				“So … Winn,” Clara said from the back seat. “You’re a Snior at West, right?”

				“He is,” Zoe answered for me from the passenger’s seat.

				Through the rear-view mirror, I watched as Clara rolled her eyes, making me realize just how overused the action had become for girls, and women, under the age of a hundred or a thousand—since Cleo and Robin, two of the Council members, did it, too, and who knew how old they were.

				“You going to prom?” Clara asked.

				“I hadn’t—”

				“Yes, he is. With Mac Thorne. You know her,” Zoe said, interrupting for the second time.

				I glared at her. Mac and I had not discussed it, and though I certainly would take her, I couldn’t see Mac in a prom dress or having flowers on her wrist. Then again, she had dressed well for the party she’d thrown.

				“I know of Mac, yeah. Heard she dropped out,” Clara said.

				“She was sick,” Zoe said.

				Clara snorted a laugh. “Pregnant, maybe, but not sick for that long.”

				Oh, god, is that what people think happened to Mac? “Trust me, she wasn’t pregnant. She was sick, as Zoe told you,” I said.

				“Right.” Clara gave me another rear-view mirror eye roll. It made me wonder why Zoe hung out with her if they obviously didn’t see Mac the same way. “I heard from Mark, who heard from Jessica, that she had an abortion, and Ridge was the father.”

				Holy cow! How do people come up with this stuff? The urge to stop the car and kick Zoe’s friend out burned through me. “They’re all wrong,” I said.

				“So, you know what happened? Tell us, then. So we can set the record straight.” Her words dripped with indifference.

				The grimace from Zoe collided with Clara’s smirk.

				“Mac had the same virus I had, only hers lasted a lot longer. And, obviously, I can’t get pregnant. You can even call the CDC if you want.” Magwa said he’d make sure any requests for information on the ‘virus’ covered the entire time of Mac’s absence and mine.

				“Yeah, okay, whatever.” Her tone turned dismissive. “I’m just sayin’ what I heard.”

				Luckily, before we could start into yet another conversation, I pulled us up to the doughnut shop—where a massive yellow hummer sat in the parking lot with a plate that read DEMUN.

				

				Mac

				“You need a Coke, or something, Mac? You’re all jumpy,” Caroline said.

				“No.” I needed the chocolate that came with the doughnuts Suze was going to pick up along with dinner. I could have done without the pizza, but craved the chocolate like some PMS’ing teenager, which I had neither become nor wanted to ever be.

				“Then, sit, will ya? I’ve got one page—”

				At the ring of the doorbell, I bolted. Down the hall steps and around the bend, I made it to the front door and opened it wide.

				Maddie stood on the other side.

				What the hell?

				“Well, hi, Mac.” She slid in, two bags over her arms and a swing in her step.

				With distinct effort, I closed the door without slamming it, and managed not to wrap my hands around Maddie’s neck when I turned. “Hi.”

				“Caroline in her room?”

				“She is. But … what are you doing here, Maddie?”

				“Same as you, Mac. Same as you.”

				“To study?”

				She smiled. “Of course. Caroline’s my friend. We study together all the time.”

				You did. Until a month ago.

				Maddie smirked at me as she trotted down the hall on her way, I assumed, to Caroline’s room.

				Her arrival completely screwed up my plan. Caroline’s, too, unless she’d known Maddie planned to join us.

				I faced the front door like a sentinel army ready to do battle. Maybe I could run and try to catch Winn before he showed up. Or I could wait and find out just what Maddie planned.

				Both were risks.

				Dealing with her on an empty stomach, and with a head full of nothing but air and brains, didn’t bode well.

				I need chocolate.

				Spinning toward Caroline’s kitchen, I found not only the fridge, but Maddie placing something inside. She must not have heard me walk in as she closed the door and tiptoed her way out the back entrance.

				Curiosity may have killed the cat but never me. As Maddie bounced her way around the corner and out of sight, I opened the fridge. Since I’d already scoured the contents when I’d first arrived—looking for chocolate—I knew she’d added the three small containers of purple liquid.

				I lifted one of the large test-tube-y glasses and swirled the liquid around. In the one I held, a dizzying array of colors spun, dispersing to the deep purple once more a moment later. Like milk, the top separated from the bottom changing it into a smoky haze before settling again on the thicker liquid. The second did the same. The third did nothing.

				I’d have sworn on my mother’s uncle’s dead cat’s grave I’d seen the concoction before but couldn’t place it.

				“What in the freakin’ world is she planning?”
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				Mac

				Maddie sat on Caroline’s bed in much the same position I’d been before—ankles crossed, head back, filing her nails, though with an opened Organic Chemistry book on her lap.

				Caroline sat in her desk chair, facing Maddie, as I leaned into the frame of her door. The little shrug and rapid blinks suggested Caroline hadn’t known Maddie intended to drop in. In the past, I might have edged up onto the bed, but with Maddie’s attitude adjustment, I wanted to stay as far away as possible.

				“So … Mac,” witch-girl said.

				I should have corrected myself. Pure-bred goblins would never want to be called witches under any circumstance, and if Moira had spawned Maddie, she’d either come out halfling or flat—also known as plain ‘ole human. Given Maddie went to West, I’d deduced she’d been born flat—or, at least, I suspected that, given how dedicated to science and math and human stuff she’d been. Any self-respecting halfling would have focused on less mundane stuff.

				She ran the file across her nails a few more times before making actual eye-contact with me. “I want to apologize to you.”

				Caroline sat upright in her seat and glanced my way with big eyes before facing Maddie again.

				“You do?” I asked, mostly in a mumble.

				“Well, yeah.” The book in her lap closed, but I saw what I expected Caroline didn’t. Maddie hadn’t touched the book to close it.

				Pretending I hadn’t noticed, I asked, “Why?” My brow furrowed. That could cause a whole series of problems. Had Suze been right? Is Maddie a halfling? And, seriously, what does she know about me?

				“Because it wasn’t nice of me not to help you during your time of need.”

				“My time of need?” What the hell?

				“Right. When you were … ill.” She winked at me.

				An actual wink. What is she up to? “S’okay,” I said. “I got better.” Another glance over to Caroline netted me a light shrug.

				“And that’s all that counts, right?” Maddie flicked at her fingernail.

				“Uh … yeah, sure.” I tried to process Maddie’s still-unexplainable apology. Dropping my hands to my waist, I said, “You know … actually, no. What gives with the Winn poaching?”

				With a roll of eyes and spin of her chair, Caroline went in a three-sixty degree circle before she faced Maddie and I again. “Do we have to—”

				“Yeah, we have to,” I said. “It’s time I got this question answered. If I recall, you invited me into your ‘group’.” I air-quoted since the group had sort of disbanded since that invitation. “You asked me to be your project partner. You helped me plan the party for Valentine’s Day. You knew I was sick, and still you decided it was a good time to make a move on Winn?”

				She batted long blonde lashes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Like hel—”

				“Hepatitis.” Caroline’s blurt out had me stopping.

				I burst into laughter. “That’s all you could come up with?”

				“I had to think quick. You’re not making this decision of mine easy.”

				Sobering, I turned back to Maddie. “You know what I’m talking about. You made all those googly faces when I caught you kissing him—or trying to—in his room, the night he got back.”

				“You did not!” Caroline’s hands slammed on her chair arms. “Mads! How could you kiss Winn? That’s beyond wrong.”

				Maddie jumped up from her comfy spot, hands clenched into firsts, hair flying with the movement of her head. “Neither one of you would believe me if I tried, so just shove it. I’m leaving.” She grabbed her bag. “You can have the Kool-Aid I made and left in the fridge.”

				Kool-Aid, my ass.

				Caroline traipsed after Maddie. “Maddie stop! We’re all friends.” She glared at me when I followed.

				Sure, like Cain and Abel were friends.

				“Come on, Maddie. Mac’s right—”

				Maddie stopped and spun, evil in her eye. “I didn’t poach! You were gone! He was hurting and you lef—were out of the—sick! He deserves better, Mackenzie. And as soon as I figured out he still loved you, I took off. So, oh … my … god … thank you for not believing me.”

				“What did you do, Mads?” Caroline asked.

				Maddie’s hands flew into the air and slammed against her thighs. “Nothing! I welcomed him home. That’s all.” As Caroline turned toward me, Maddie smiled, a giant, smirky grin meant to say, ‘see, I’ll get my best friend back in no time and leave you in the friendship grave’.

				“Maybe you need to apologize, Mac,” Caroline said.

				My eyes bugged. “Are you f—freaking fracking kidding me?” I pointed to myself. “What do I have to apologize for? Saying ‘yes’ when she invited me? For thinking she was my friend? What the demon do I have to do?”

				Caroline tilted her head to the side. “You know, I quite like ‘demon’ for that ‘H’ ‘E’ double-hockey sticks word.”

				I waved at her. “Use it, then. I’ll just get out of your way.” Three steps to the door and Maddie stopped me with a hand to my bicep.

				“I really am sorry.” Her face said genuine while, in the back of my mind, everything screamed at me not to listen to her. “Come on. Let’s all go back and stop this middle-school child play. Though, I did bring Kool-Aid to go with the pizza, so we can pretend that’s an adult drink, if you want.”

				The stuff in the fridge. “How did you know we were getting pizza?” My hands moved instinctually to my hips.

				Maddie’s mouth opened.

				Caroline shoved past us and around to the kitchen. “Let’s let bygones be bygones,” she said, “and futures be futures with no boy in the way of any of them.”

				I walked in with Maddie as Caroline lifted the cup and put it to her lips.

				Before I could yell, ‘no!’ she drank.

				

				Winn

				Zoe leaned toward me. “That’s Suze’s Hummer, isn’t it?” as we exited the car.

				I nodded. Only Suze would have a license plate that advertised himself in a way no one would believe.

				The bell dinged as the four of us entered the doughnut shop. Suze turned from the counter, his bald head with double red-spots right where his horns should be a giveaway to anyone that knew him. Though the black jeans, black boots, black jacket and red driving scarf made him appear about as normal as Suze could.

				He paid for his order and sauntered past us toward the door, the jerk of his chin indicating he wanted me to follow.

				I tapped on Zoe’s shoulder as she reached the counter. “I’m going to talk with Suze, ‘Kay?”

				“Yeah, sure.”

				Leaving the three giggly underclassmen hovering over the counter and pointing toward a variety of fatty circles Mac would love, I turned away, another group of late-night sugar eaters entering.

				“Whoa, ho, ho! If it isn’t the one and only Winn Thomas.” Ridge stood in the middle of the doorway, blocking my way out.

				“Not tonight, Ridge. I’m not even remotely interested.”

				His head turned side-to-side. “What, no Mackenzie? She taking someone else out for a drive?”

				“When did you lose your entire tact, man?” I stepped up to him, eye to eye, nose to nose. “This act you have going on is stupid and pointless. If Mac wants to date you, she will. If you want to fight me, I won’t. End of story. Now get out of my way.” Only once had I gotten physical with Ridge, and I didn’t intend to repeat myself.

				Ridge’s finger dug into my chest. “Make me.”

				The crowd around us ooh’d.

				“Are you in middle school? Because the last time I had anyone talk to me the way you do was when I was in sixth grade. This is ridiculous.”

				“I said … make—” Ridge’s entire body rose from the floor, and, like a vacuum sucking from outside, he shot backward, right through the door. All by himself.

				As Ridge’s butt made contact with the sidewalk, everyone behind me scrambled to the windows. I knew what they didn’t: I had a demon on my side, and as Suze whistled, walking through the open door to his Hummer, I knew he’d had something to do with the scene. We’d keep that secret between the two of us.

				I marched my way to Ridge, where he sat rubbing his head, and knelt down. “Sorry. Had to do it.”

				“Wha—” He tilted up to me. “What happened?” Confusion took over his features as those in the store giggled and guffawed.

				“You said ‘make me’, and I complied. Is that so hard to understand?”

				Glazed eyes stared back at me with more than just uncertainty. Are you on drugs, Ridge? Is that what all this is about? I studied him as he sat there, his brows moving in and out, up and down, as if he didn’t understand why I hovered over him.

				At the snap of my fingers in front of his face, he shook his head. “Dude, what are you doing?” He pushed up from the ground, jumping to a stand like a boxer.

				“Ridge?” I asked.

				The sheen over his eyes cleared. “What do you want, Winford?”

				“Nothing.” I stalked away and hopped in Suze’s Hummer. “Something’s off, Suze,” I said as I pulled the door closed.

				“Whatcha mean, Winford?” Suze snickered behind a hand.

				“Oh, cut it out. You know that’s my name. It’s been my name since I was born … Suze or should I say—”

				His hands waved a frantic ‘no’ through the air.

				I chuckled as I tapped on the window, my thoughts everywhere. Ridge had been a pain in my butt since the moment Mac and I started talking to each other—since we’d been assigned as project partners.

				The moment of.

				Never before.

				The moment of.

				The moment of.

				The moment of.

				“What are you thinking over there?”

				Turning to Suze, I said, “I have a suspicion.”

				He rubbed his hands together. “Do tell.”

				“Maybe I shouldn’t until I talk with Mac.” I turned my watch toward me. “Which I need to be doing in less than thirty minutes.”

				His big bottom lip puffed out for a second before he sucked it in with a giant smacking sound and held up one finger. “I have the perfect solution.”

				“What’s that?”

				“You come with me to drop off these goodies, and we’ll talk to Mac together.”

				“Where are you taking these things?”

				“To Mac.”

				I wanted to roll my eyes but held back. “So … you’re taking pizza and—”

				“Chocolate doughnuts. You know I don’t eat that stuff.”

				He’d answered the very next question or assumption I’d made, thinking the food had been for him. Except that he did ‘eat that stuff’. All the time. “When did she ask you to bring them?”

				“A few days ago. She’s got this whole thing planned. She’s gonna win you back and—” Mouth open, he stopped talking.

				My lips curved. Mac had a plan, and it involved me. Yes! “I won’t tell her you gave part of the secret away if you let me take the pizza and doughnuts to her.”

				Suze blew out a huge minty-fresh breath. “Mac’s not mad at you; she’s just pretending to be human.”

				“She is human, Suze.” Unless something changed and no one told me.

				“I mean, she’s trying to get in your shoes. No … that’s not it.”

				“You mean she’s trying to see life through my eyes?”

				Suze’s big multi-colored eyes opened wide. “Bingo!”

				“So … why didn’t she just tell me?”

				“Don’t you humans do what you think you should do and not tell others and then it all blows up in your face and then you get married to the wrong person and then they die and then they come back to life in some miraculous way that no one can understand like with a brain transplant?”

				The ‘huh?’ formed on the tip of my tongue when it dawned on me. “That’s a soap opera, Suze. No way is that real life.”

				“It’s not?”

				I shook my head. “No. Somehow, those almost always have a happy ending. In real human life, we don’t.”

				

				Mac

				“Ooh, it’s good. Refreshing. Want some?” Caroline held out a cup to me, picking up the third, the non-smoking one, and stretching it toward Maddie.

				Shit. No.

				Maddie took the cup Caroline offered. “To friendship and not being petty.”

				I held the mug in my hand, the swirling smoke at the top staying hidden within the confines of the top. With a nod, I put the ceramic to my lips, waiting and watching for Maddie to do the same.

				As she tipped the cup up, I did.

				When she swallowed, I faked it.

				No way would I drink something from someone who’d proved to be a liar—especially not something that smoked. The only drinks I knew of that did that came from Alina, and they usually included some concoction of herbs and spices that would gag even the KFC’s Colonel.

				“Ahh,” Maddie said as she put her empty glass on the counter.

				I held tight to mine, preparing for the moment that something would happen.

				“Good stuff,” Caroline said. “I remember drinking Kool-Aid as a kid. It was … awesome.” A wistfulness took over her tone. “Especially on a hot summer afternoon with the sun up. We’d make a lemonade stand and go out and sell it for a dollar. It was my favorite.”

				“Aren’t you supposed to sell lemonade?” I asked.

				“Yeah, but Kool-Aid is so much better.” A slight purple mustache graced the two sides of Caroline’s mouth. “So, anyone want to talk about geo-thermal lift?” Caroline giggled, a sound that rarely came from her. A chuckle. A laugh, a guffaw—anything but a giggle. She hiccupped.

				Oh, here we go.

				Her hand lifted to her lips, and she waved it in front of her face.

				Knew it.

				One eye closed. “Whoa.” She braced herself against the counter. “I’m not feeling so good.”

				Oh, Maddie. Look what you’ve done to your friend.

				We eyed each other, concern in Maddie’s eyes, probably suspicion in mine—at least I aimed that expression at her.

				“I think I’m going to fai—” Caroline collapsed against me. Thankfully, her chest continued to rise and fall, and I lowered my friend to the floor and propped her against the cabinet doors.

				Maddie tilted her head. She jutted a hip out. She just stood there doing absolutely nothing, her eyes angled down toward Caroline, though as I stood again, they tracked back up to me.

				Neither of us moved.

				Maddie’s brows drew together.

				Mine stayed apart.

				Her gaze tipped to her empty cup.

				Mine lowered to my full one.

				Her nostrils flared. “Dammit! Why aren’t you on the floor with her!?” She pointed to the unconscious Caroline.

				On an inhale and exhale I shifted to the one form I knew would scare the pee out of a goblin and would probably make Maddie faint anyway like Caroline—drink or not.

				My body grew at least two, maybe three, feet until I stared down at Maddie’s quivering form. Arms lengthened, legs thickened, face contorted and teeth dropped into giant mashers. The stench could not be matched, and would permeate the clothes I’d ripped into shreds where we stood.

				Maddie’s rigid-straight body slumped to the floor.

				“Not a fan of ogres? Awe. That’s such a shame.”

				I jumped at the ding of the doorbell. With a near-toss, I replaced the glass I’d held in my nubby fingers and went to the door. “Suze, you won’t believe—”

				Door open, Winn stood outside, hands in his pockets, hair disheveled as if he’d been caught in a strong gust of wind. The itch to go to him and hug him and kiss him and do all sorts of other stuff I shouldn’t have been thinking about took over, even in ogre form.

				His gaze tracked me up and down. One finger joined in the activity. “Mac?”

				This is not how we were supposed to reconnect. “Um … well … you see …” I grabbed the box of doughnuts right out of his hand and whisked them and myself into the kitchen to think. Since Caroline’s parents were on their date-night, and Caroline’s only sibling had moved out ages ago, we had the place to ourselves.

				Winn followed, his feet shuffling behind me. “Oh my—Mac, what did you do?” He leaned down to Caroline and touched his index and middle fingers to her throat. He repeated the action on Maddie’s. “Why are Caroline and Maddie unconscious?”

				Dammit, dammit, dammit. I bit into my second fudge doughnut as my body reformed from ogre to human, the rags I’d created, in shifting to ogre, falling off and leaving me buck naked.

				He pointed a finger up at me. “I knew it was you.”

				I whirled and ran toward Caroline’s bedroom, yelling, “Mayday, Suze!”

				A boom sounded on the first floor—where I’d called out his name. Inside Caroline’s room, I stalked to her closet, ridding myself of the rest of the material on the way. Luckily, we were close enough in size that I could fit into her clothes, and I borrowed jeans and a T-shirt before racing back downstairs.

				Suze turned his head from Winn to me. “You weren’t wearing that when I left.”

				“We have a slight problem,” I said.
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				Mac

				Winn stared, eyes wide. “What did you do?” He hadn’t risen, but kept checking their pulses, one after the other.

				“Are they dead?” Suze asked.

				Maddie groaned and rolled over. Winn knelt by her and ran a hand down her cheek. “Maddie?”

				Her eyes blinked open. She pushed up from the ground; her gaze flitted from Winn to me and landed around Suze. “Oh!” Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed again.

				“Holy cow, Mac. Seriously. What did you do?” Winn asked.

				“Why do you think I did something?” Hurt mixed with anger at the accusation.

				Winn ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. But you were … you—”

				“I was an ogre. It’s the one thing that eats goblins, which is what I think Maddie is.” Or mostly.

				He shook his head. “I think she’s half-human.”

				“Whatever. Close enough.” How does he already know that?

				“It was all in the email.” He motioned at me like I should have known—which I should have. “So, what did happen? You’re the only one awake, so I can only presume—no, never mind. No presumptions. Just tell me.”

				“She drugged Caroline with an Alina-like concoction that I didn’t drink.” I pointed to the cup I’d left on the counter. “But I think all it did was make her go to sleep. She’s still breathing just fine.”

				Suze leaned toward it, his nose overtop the rim. He swiped at his face as if he’d gotten a bug stuck up his nose. “That is terrible!”

				“Do you know what it is?” I asked. Winn moved closer as if to inspect, but I pushed him away. “Don’t even smell it. I don’t know what she put in it.”

				“Something with Kool-Aid. Grape flavor,” Suze said.

				“I meant outside of the kid’s drink, Suze. It was smoking for a while. And cold. Well, two of ‘em were. Maddie’s was not.”

				She groaned on the floor again. Suze leaned over the counter and smiled wide. Her body went lax again.

				“Dude, Suze. You make such a great first impression in horned demon form,” I said.

				He tilted toward me, that same grin still in place as he shook his head. “She’s going to forever ruin my favorite drink. Grape Kool-Aid is not meant to be messed with! It’s the sanctity of childhood to have pure, grape—”

				“What are we going to do?” Rather than let Suze focus on the wrong topic, I pointed back to my two sleeping friends.

				Suze’s head tilted like a confused cocker spaniel puppy without the flopping ears. “I dunno. You’re the boss.”

				“Argh.” I paced my way into the foyer and back. “Okay. Winn and I will take Caroline to my house and find out what this drink is.”

				“Mac—”

				I stopped Winn with a hand in the air. “You help me with Caroline. Since her parents aren’t home, we’ll take her to my house, and Alina can figure out what this was, give her an antidote, and when she wakes, I’ll come up with some grand excuse about why we’re there instead. The one thing I’m sure about—whatever Maddie brewed—and yes, Maddie brewed it—is going to make her forget. I’m a hundred percent sure of that since Maddie stayed totally silent about anything supernatural in Caroline’s presence. I think she thought I’d take the bait and fall asleep, too.”

				“Little does she know who you are.” Suze gave me a punch to the shoulder.

				“Yeah. Little does she know … what I’ll do to her when she wakes up. I’m ninety-nine percent sure she does know who I am.”

				“And Maddie? What do I do with her?” Suze asked.

				I stared at Suze head-on. “Take her home and let her Mom know exactly what you saw tonight.”

				Suze picked Maddie up, her arms dangling, head flopping. With a nod, he zapped himself and her out of the room.

				Winn turned to me. “Help me get Caroline up.”

				We both leaned down. Winn lifted her by the arms; I pulled up her legs. Our odd positioning left me wondering how we’d get her out to the car. I didn’t want to shift forms again to carry her, so we hobbled out the front door, closed it and walked to Winn’s car. Stuffing her in the passenger seat, I secured her and went around to his side.

				“I’ll meet you at my house, okay?” I asked.

				Keys jiggled in his palm. “Yeah. Sure.”

				

				

				Winn

				Alina, dressed in a cream colored robe and bare feet, greeted us at the door despite the late hour. Her slight head inclination and smile did what it always did: made me want to grin back like some adoring fan. She’d had that effect—that pull—on me since the first time I met her. With a forced focus, I pushed the feelings off and helped Mac carry Caroline into the living room.

				“What happened?” Alina asked as we laid Caroline’s still-unmoving form on the couch.

				Mac recited the events of her evening as I listened, inciting in me a certainty that Maddie knew more than she said and had acted for some legitimate reason.

				“You have the carafe?” Alina asked.

				Mac held out the mug she’d taken after she tucked Caroline into my car.

				Alina leaned down toward the contents. “Ah, yes, yes, very well, then. A sleeping draught. A very rudimentary, basic combination, and the mixture of the same with grape Kool-Aid is not a first. That drink has been around for decades, and, with the amount of sugar inside, it’s easily a cover-up. And very tasty.” She tipped the cup over as if to pour. The liquid streamed down into her waiting palm and formed into a block. “There. Now, no one else will be exposed … accidentally.” She winked at me, bright eyes sparkling. “You said the other young lady drank it as well but did not fall prey to the devices of the contents?”

				Mac flopped onto her favorite red chair in the living room. “Hers wasn’t smoking. I think it was just plain old Kool-Aid because she brought it and knew what it was. I’m sure of it.”

				“And you did not imbibe of this?” Alina asked.

				“Nope,” Mac said. “I sealed off my sinuses when I fake-drunk mine, and she just stood there staring at me, waiting, probably, for me to keel over.”

				The cup floated away from Alina and down the hallway. She gave a soft, little nod. “’Tis what a sleeping draught will do. Mind you … what would she need you under her spell for?”

				I wanted to know that, too.

				Mac sat up and swung her legs from their draped position over the arm to the floor. “Because she hates me? Isn’t that reason enough?”

				“I can’t imagine she would dislike you so thoroughly.” Alina moved into the living room and waved me toward her. “It wouldn’t have worked on you anyway, Mackenzie.”

				“Huh?” I said as Mac said, “What the—”

				“The draught simply had no power for non-humans. Humans are, of course, the most easily influenced of all creatures. While yes, they have the power of free will, their minds are easily manipulated. And that drink was made for humans.”

				So, Maddie doesn’t know what Mac is? “Still doesn’t answer what her purpose was,” I said.

				“I cannot fathom why anyone would believe Mackenzie anything but a human.” Alina’s smile and tone suggested she’d she been joking as she said that.

				Mac pressed her fingers against her lids.

				“There is a larger question here,” Alina said. “Why would your friend have come with this magical drinking potion?”

				Mac tilted up to Alina, turned to me and went back to her mom. Alina sat as still as a mouse in a cat’s line of sight. “I don’t know,” Mac finally said. “She doesn’t like me, for some reason. Since I don’t think she’s human—or not totally.”

				“That makes sense given the contents of this drink; there are several ingredients within to which humans are not privy. Does your friend know who and what you are, darling?”

				Mac blew out a loud breath. She sat forward, elbows on her knees, hands clasped. “Okay, here’s the deal. Winn told me that Maddie’s mom is Moira.”

				Alina jerked back, confusion in her creased brow like I’d never seen before.

				She didn’t know Moira had a daughter? Or something else? “And,” I jumped in. “I learned the other day that Maddie’s dad is Phelps, my doctor at the hospital.”

				Alina nodded, lips tight.

				“So,” Mac said, “I think she’s a crossbreed of sorts. A halfling.”

				Alina stood and glided to the window, facing out. “Many a human and non-human have conducted their lives together.” She turned back to Mac. “Why would she come after you? Did you tell her you are the Changeling?”

				I stared at Mac waiting for that answer. What had she done that would make Maddie want to knock her out?

				“I didn’t say anything to her about me. I thought the Council couldn’t do the deed with humans.”

				“As you know, there are many rules which some … do not … follow. I-I—” Alina pinched the bridge of her nose, swaying as if preparing to topple over.

				Mac jumped to a stand and stormed her way to Alina’s side, taking her by the hips, but her gaze landed on me.

				I knew the answer to the unasked question. “She can’t answer. None of them can. To you, anyway.”

				“Is this why Raven’s sick and Felix was bleeding?” Mac asked, letting Alina go as she waved Mac away.

				“What do you mean?” I cocked my head.

				Mac relayed what she’d learned from Suze and experienced with Felix.

				“Anyone directly associated with you isn’t allowed to tell you, or these ‘safeguards’ will affect them.” My smile came naturally, though I didn’t intend for it to. “But I’m not bound by that anymore, so I can tell you everything. Which I did. In my email. You did read it, right?”

				Mac’s eyes darted away from me.

				“Oh, come on, Mackenzie! You said you would!”

				“I know, I know, but I got sidetracked. A lot.”

				I palmed my forehead. “I loaded that entire message with all the facts. Like halflings, Maddie and Moira, about human-and-non-human relationships, and you being allowed to choose human. Like, that you can be the thirteenth Council member and make another Council member choose to leave. And …”

				Her eyes opened wide.

				A glance to Alina showed her smiling. “I’ll just take this one with me to the guest room, and you two can find your way.” With a flick of her wrist, Caroline’s body floated, dangling as if on Suze’s arm, out of the living room and toward the stairs. In all the time I’d hung out with Mac and around Alina, she hadn’t done so much magic all at once. Normally, she acted just as human as everyone I knew. A requirement, I figured, of being Mac’s surrogate.

				When she disappeared, I said, “And for the last freakin’ month, you’ve been avoiding me, hiding from me, and I didn’t know why until Suze kinda spilled the beans tonight.”

				Mac’s mouth opened, her jaw dropping.

				I moved to her. “Moira. Phelps. Cleo and Robin. They all said something when I was talking to them. They called their partners ‘converts’. All of them.” With my hands on Mac’s arms, I rubbed up and down, loving the feel of her under my palms. “It’s a code word. Alina can hook up with a human with no repercussion. Council members can’t, but they do. They call their partners, their husbands, wives, whatever … converts, even though they are still human.”

				She shook her head. “Council members can’t have human families. That’s the rule. They … said.” Her voice ratcheted up in pitch and decibel as she spoke.

				“Of course they did. They all lie in order to get what they want. Even my dad. But, don’t you see? This means you and I have a shot past July.”

				Mac poked me in the chest. “Raven.”

				“What about her?”

				“She sent me an email.”

				I gripped Mac’s biceps. “You read hers and not mine? No, never mind. Keep going.”

				A small grin breached her lips. “I was going to read yours, but hers was there first, and it was a few weeks old. Anyway, she said some on the Council want change, and I shouldn’t give you up. That I can be on the Council and keep you. I thought she’d gone off her rocker.”

				The idea alone made me want to kiss her, to get back the last month of our life together. I ran my hand along her cheek and into her hair. It tickled my fingers as it flowed through, strands falling all around my skin. Resting my forehead against hers, I said, “Tell me why you’ve been avoiding me. Tell me it’s not because you knew all this.”

				She shook her head. “Even with this revelation about the Council, you know I have to give you up. That’s like picking a teacher, like renouncing access to the in-between. The last is giving up what I value most. That’s … that’s you. And once I do that, they will take your memories. How am I supposed to get you back after that?”

				“Let’s not think about it now. Just tell me about what’s been going on with you.”

				She closed her eyes, and an urge to pull her in to me, to lay my lips along hers filled me. “I just wanted to prove to you that I could do things for you. Like you. I—I had a plan, and tonight totally screwed it up.” She pulled away and walked to the window, arms crossed over her chest.

				Frustration replaced the moment we’d had. Knowing Caroline would be safe with Alina, and assuming Lucas hadn’t yet come home, I said, “Let’s go to Suze’s place. Where things are private, and we can just talk.”

				Mac didn’t move. “I can’t leave Caroline. I owe it to her for all her help.”

				“This isn’t about her, anymore. This is about …” I wanted to say ‘me and you’ but knew the truth rested in only one of us. “You. Your life. What you have to decide soon. Whatever’s going on in that head of yours right now.” A low breath exited on a rush. “Don’t play games, Mac. Let’s just get it all out. Then we can go back to being friends, if that’s what you really want.” It hurt even just to say the words. I thought she’d had other ideas.

				She swiveled to me, pain reflecting across her features.

				We both knew it would happen—that, eventually, we’d be just nothing more. Had we moved on, already? Had I completely misinterpreted Suze’s words? Had she really meant for us to just study and prepare for our presentation?

				She mumbled words I couldn’t catch with her back to me.

				“What?” I leaned forward, straining to hear in case she repeated it just as softly. On tiptoe, I scooted closer. “Mac? What did you say?”

				At her side, with the moonlight shining through the window, her features took on a timidness I’d never seen in her before.

				She turned her head my way. “I had a plan.” Seriousness and ferocity came with the words. “Me. Just me. I’d worked it all out, knew what steps to take. Had an advisor. I did exactly what I was supposed to do for the last eighteen years.”

				“I don’t understand. You’ve picked a form? You had another teacher?”

				“Caroline. She’s been teaching me how to win you back. How to …” Her lids closed, lips trembling. “How to—what to do to be someone you’d really want.”

				I slipped a hand against her neck and tugged her forward. “You are what I want. You. Mac Thorne. The most unique girl in the world. The one I might or might not know in a few more weeks.”

				A small chuckle escaped her along with the curve of her lips. “I was being human. You know … testing that possibility out by doing things the human way.”

				Oh, god. She’s considering it? Don’t let her do it. Don’t. Don’t. Don’t. “I’ve missed you, Mac.”

				Her hands lay against my chest, kneading into my shirt. “Winn?”

				“Yeah?”

				“I—” Her eyes closed. “I love you, Winn. And I just—”

				I crushed my lips to hers, melting away any other thoughts. When we both pulled back and breathed, I said, “I never stopped loving you, Mac.”

				“I really did make up all my homework. And until tonight, I didn’t shift into any other form. And I’ve been getting lots of answers on my own—or with Suze’s help. Or Zoe’s. Or Mom’s. Well, I guess that means not by myself at all.”

				“You don’t have to explain.”

				“I do, though. Caroline was helping me, showing me how to be more like you. To show you how much you mean to me. To make sure you would know what you meant to me when I did the whole ‘give up’ thing. I wanted you to be proud of me. In my human form, at least.”

				She’s not going to pick human. No way would I have prevented the grin that pulled at my lips. “Mac?”

				“Yeah?”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“Why?”

				“I had good intentions, too … to make it easier on you for later. Guess I made it harder.”

				Her lips touched mine again. “So this is all your fault?”

				My laugh burst out. “I wouldn’t say that exactly.”

				She snorted. “I love you, Winn.”

				“I love you, too. And nothing is going to change that.”
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				Winn

				The clock struck midnight as I returned home. I’d left Caroline with Mac, expecting Alina or Mac to call me when she woke, or to give me a signal about next steps. Figuring Zoe would be asleep since Suze had brought her home hours before—per our deal at the doughnut shop—I traipsed to my bedroom, closed the door and lay on my mattress.

				Mac and I had found each other again. My almost-altruism hadn’t ruined everything as I’d initially thought.

				A tap on my window, like a pebble against glass, made me jolt. Mac had used that method to get my attention before, so I rose and moved to wall, waiting for another signal.

				It came two seconds later.

				I raced out of my room, down the stairs and to the front door, pulling it open and stepping out onto the front porch.

				Mac stood, in her usual black, on the sidewalk.

				It only took three steps for me to reach her, to slide my hands behind her neck and merge my lips with hers.

				The need for air seemed an excuse but did make us stop.

				I said nothing.

				Mac didn’t either.

				Chests pressed against each other, lips moving to an unsung song, a soundless rhythm, we stood, silence our greatest gift.

				Mac slipped her hand to mine and drew me toward the house. I hadn’t turned on any lights, but that didn’t stop her. With a kick to the edge, I shut the door, trusting it to auto-lock.

				We walked in silence, our hands linked, up the stairs and to my room. At my bedroom door, we stopped. Each gave a nod to the other before we entered.

				Mac waved her wrist, sending the door to meet its frame without even a click. Standing next to her, staring at her with what light came through my window, I wanted her more than I ever had.

				Taking the lead, I nudged her toward the bed, sitting when she stood and tugging her onto my lap. Our lips met again, her taste a lingering scent that had never left me.

				Her hands wove into my hair as mine rested on her hips. Falling back, I brought her with me, laying side by side on my bed, lips entwined with each other as much as our fingers and legs.

				I dipped down, inch by inch, taking her in. Her beauty. Her power. Passion. The life we could never have stretched before me with one opportunity to take.

				From lips to cheek.

				To ear.

				To neck.

				I moved lower, my hands rising up into her shirt, hers descending, trailing fingertips into the waistband of my jeans.

				My skin burned with her touch, desperate for more, wanting everything about her.

				“Mac—” My first audible word came out a whisper.

				She nipped at my ear as she said, “I love you, Winn.”

				Power surged through me, bringing to life every nerve ending in my body. Rolling her beneath me, I un-tucked her hands from my chest and brought them above her head, clasping them together. I held tight as I breathed her in, touching, feeling, running my hands over the plane of her abdomen, up to her breasts and down to her own jeans.

				She arched underneath me, the pale skin of her stomach exposed where her shirt rode up. I ran a hand over it.

				Mac burst out a laugh.

				“You’re ticklish?” I covered her mouth with my hand to prevent waking up Zoe, thankful Dad had left for a trip he’d accepted, despite not wanting to.

				Mac clutched at her stomach, pulling the hem of her shirt back down. A second later, her hands gripped my collar and pulled me onto her again. We rolled onto our sides, legs braided together, arms around each other.

				She groaned. I waited for the moment I’d explode from everything that ran through me. If we proceeded, our lives would be entwined—if only for a little while. If we didn’t, we could miss out on the opportunity to share of ourselves in the most intimate of ways.

				Gazes locked, I said, “I have condoms.”

				Her kiss grew even more desperate—if possible. I wanted her. I could tell she wanted me. Nothing prevented us. We wouldn’t be interrupted. There would be no consequences.

				Mac’s hands reached for my waistband, her fingertips trailing along the top. Mine snaked under her shirt, inching their way up along her side, careful not to make her laugh.

				Excited nerves danced within me and even as comfortable as I thought myself—as much as I wanted my first experience to happen—something stopped me.

				“Mac,” I whispered at her ear.

				She hummed a response.

				“I know I said I have … stuff … but I think—”

				“Attack of the conscience?”

				That we could be so in tune with each other shot frustration through me. I loved her. She loved me. Yet, we only might or might not be able to be together in the future; no one would tell us for sure.

				I wanted her beyond measure.

				I wanted to savor her, too.

				Even as my lips continued, my heart faltered, my mind slowing my progress and purging my deep desire to take at that moment. “Mac?”

				“After,” she said.

				Yes, after. After you choose and your life is set. If we can. We will.

				Her understanding meant more to me than anything she’d ever done, including the last three weeks.

				I pulled her up to my pillows, covered us with my comforter, and with our lips still together, let night take over.

				• • •

				I woke without my girlfriend at my side. For a moment, as I scanned my room, I considered that our night may have been a dream, but her lingering scent told me otherwise. With an arm draped across my forehead, I listened for the sounds of my sister, but nothing reached my ears.

				A glance at the clock showed it to be almost nine.

				Rising, I went to my dresser, grabbed clean clothes and headed for the shower. At some point that day, I expected my dad home from his latest quest to secure the secrets of the underworld—something I wouldn’t even know he did soon.

				• • •

				Emptiness greeted me as I stepped from bathroom to stairs and walked down toward the kitchen. “Zoe?” Her room door had been opened, and as I’d passed, I’d checked for her, but found it empty. “Anyone home?”

				No one answered.

				Zoe often went out with friends, and if Dad hadn’t yet arrived, she’d leave a note.

				I found nothing on the counter.

				No word from Mac. No note from Zoe. No Dad.

				I have the house to myself. Of course, that means Zoe will come prancing in here with fifteen friends in about ten minutes.

				Back up in my room, I grabbed my laptop and opened to my notes about Mac. Since I’d learned humans could be involved, somehow, but Mac would still have to go through the formality of giving me up, I wanted to find a way to get around the memory removal. That, or pick my own non-human form so I could get around the Council’s rules, anyway.

				My conversation with Mac, from when we initially began our Senior project together, played through my mind. I’d named a potential creature to study and she’d negated me. She did that for every option I mentioned until we reached Changeling.

				I’d been sold.

				I’d been sunk ever since.

				Closing my laptop, I withdrew my phone and dialed the girl who invaded every inch of my life.

				“Yo.” She answered on the first ring.

				I laughed as I said, “Hi, back. How’s Caroline?”

				“Taking her home now. She’s a little … um … confused.”

				“Is that Winn?” Caroline’s voice came muffled through the phone. “Will you please tell him I’m sorry I screwed up your night last night?”

				“I heard her,” I said to Mac so she wouldn’t repeat. “It’s no big deal.”

				“He says it’s no big de—”

				“It is a big deal!” Caroline squeaked as she talked. “I mean, the whole plan. I screwed it all up.”

				“Tell her we’re good, Mac,” I said.

				“We’re good, Caroline. Trust me. Winn and I still had … a really great night.” A wistfulness took over her tone. “Ooh!”

				“What?” I asked, curious at her exclamation.

				“Looks like someone had a wreck.”

				“Don’t rubberneck,” I said.

				“Oh, yellow tape, and oh! Oh, my god!” Caroline’s exclamation brought a surge of worry.

				“What’s going on?” I asked, wishing I could be in the car with them only so I could see.

				“Looks like there was a fire. They’ve got it blocked off with a tow truck,” Mac said. “We’re sitting in traffic.”

				“Where are you?” I asked.

				“Ooh! Man, isn’t that Jenny Owens’ car?” Caroline asked.

				Jenny Owens?

				“How many red Honda Civics do we have at school? Like ten? And we’re in a city of a million. I doubt that’s anyone we know,” Mac said.

				“Hey, Mac. What road are you on?” I’d moved to my laptop and pulled up a browser. A car fire might have made the news.

				“Jenks. On the way from my house to Caroline’s.”

				“Any ambulances, or anything?” I asked.

				“No. It looks old,” Mac said. “Oh, we’re moving. Hey, let me get Caroline home, and I’ll come over, ‘Kay? We can talk about … someone … and figure out what to do.”

				With the biggest news site in our area up on screen, a Breaking News headline in bright red scrolled across the screen, reading: TEEN DIES IN FIERY MIDNIGHT WRECK.

				“Yeah, sure.” I clicked off and scrolled through the article.

				At midnight Saturday, four teens, riding in a red Honda Civic along Jenks Road in Rune, North Carolina were involved in a single-car wreck. Police and fire investigators suggest speed and texting were factors in the crash.

				Authorities have not named the driver, other than to say she was a sixteen year old Sophomore at West High.

				I gasped. Caroline and Mac had seen it; they could even have been right about the driver. Wow.

				Eyes back to the page, I continued reading.

				Of the four female passengers, one died at the scene. Two were air lifted to Children’s Hospital—both listed in critical condition. The driver suffered only minor injuries and is expected to recover. Charges in the crash are pending.

				For all I knew, Zoe lost a friend. She’d be crushed if she did. At least with Mac and I together, we could help her through it.

				The crash of the front door and an “Oops” pulled me from my laptop. “I’m home!” Dad’s voice carried up to me.

				“Up here,” I said.

				Shuffling and thuds continued downstairs. I closed the computer and traipsed down, jumping from the last step to the first floor. “Hey,” I said.

				Dad turned from the table, where he’d stacked a couple boxes.

				“What are those?”

				He faced me, and with a grimace, said, “Work stuff.”

				“Oh. Mac’s on her way over.”

				“She is, is she?” He rifled through the top box, slipping papers from within and returning them.

				“Yeah. That okay? We might go out later.”

				Dad nodded, his focus not on me. “Zoe out?”

				“Yeah. At Clara’s I think. They were hanging out last night.”

				Dad plunked himself down on a kitchen chair.

				“You look tired.” I pulled out the one next to him. “Anything I can help with?”

				He raised an eyebrow. “I know you want to, but I’d rather you just focus on school and finish your senior year.”

				I huffed a laugh. “There’s not much left to it. Month and a half and I am finito.”

				Dad chuckled. “You know, when I was eighteen, I wanted out of the house and pretty much ran the moment I graduated.”

				With a shrug, I said, “Well … I guess I like you better than you liked Grandma and Grandpa.”

				His lips curved up. “Different generations.” He gave me a light fist bump. “So … you and Mac?”

				“Yeah.” Heat crept into my cheeks both at the memory of our previous night and that he’d asked.

				“Well, good, then.”

				“Yeah.” It seemed I’d lost my power of speech.

				“Just remember what I told you. Live. Love. And when it’s all over, be thankful you had the time with her that you do.”

				Right, Dad. Easier said than done. “Sure.” I gave him a nod. “I’m just going to go wait for her outside.”

				“All right. You guys be careful tonight.”

				“We will.”

				

				

				Mac

				Suze had come back and told us Maddie’s mom planned to deal with her punishment and for us not to worry—it wouldn’t happen again. I had my doubts, but figured I didn’t have much say. Of course, Winn and I agreed to do our own investigation, so we sent Suze out to dig—Superman costume, and all.

				“Okay, I have to admit,” I said as Winn sat at our table at Dulces that night. “You picked an awesome place for makeup dinner.” Like some four-year-old, I traced my finger through the drizzle of caramelized onion and chocolate on my steak.

				“I didn’t really pick it though—”

				I stopped him before he could take away my moment. “Take the credit, Winn.”

				“But you’re payin—”

				My glare stopped him. “I said it was your choice, but I would pay. You chose well, young Jedi.”

				Winn laughed. “Fine. You win.” He skewered a piece of chicken with his fork, one that had been cooked with orange-soaked pineapples.

				I’d initially gone to Dulces with Maddie and Caroline—my first girls’ night with them—ages ago. The scents of sugary treats mixed with steak or chicken made my mouth water every time I thought of the place. It stayed packed, too.

				“I heard the driver of that wreck last night was texting,” came a voice from a table to the right. Because of the small space, conversations from one table overlapped another. “Texting? Dammit, why do kids do that?” the other occupant said. I didn’t text much myself. Old school, Zoe called me. Old soul, Alina said. “Will you marry me?” a guy asked as a small screech left from a girl. I glanced over but pulled myself back to Winn as the girl said “Yes!” and the room erupted in applause.

				Winn clapped. I clapped, too. Neither of us commented. Marriage might have been too far in the future for either of us, and I hadn’t really put much thought into it since we had no real future anyway, unless I could come up with a way to prevent the Council from taking our memories—both of ours since, according to Alina, truly removing a memory required adjustment of all parties that held it.

				“You want to go to a movie, or something, when we finish?” Winn asked, breaking our silence and my growing internal irritation at our situation.

				Tuning out the other conversations, I said, “Are you trying to spend time with me, Winford?”

				His lips curved as mine did, too. “Maybe.”

				“A movie sounds good. Or … it’s free-movie weekend at your house.” I angled my head at Winn, giving him a sly wink and trying to forget the proposal that had just made two people seriously happy.

				His cheeks turned a slight pink—an effect I loved seeing in him.

				With my fork in hand, I held out my last piece of steak to him. “Home, then?”

				He bit in, his lips stealing my dinner and my heart. “Yes.”

				• • •

				We drove home, the renewal of our relationship filling me with a happiness I wouldn’t have admitted to a month before. Even with the end approaching, a sense of vindication swept through me. I’d met my mom. I’d learned I had a sister. Winn came back into my life. The expression that ‘everything fit right’ seemed appropriate.

				The lights in all the windows of the house and the cop cars in Winn’s driveway deflated the metaphoric balloon I held in my hand, withering it away to a heap of rubbery goo.

				“What’s going on?” Winn asked.

				“How would I know? Been with you all day.”

				“Zoe.” Winn jerked the car to a stop, threw open the door and raced toward the house. “Dad!”

				My heart pounded in my chest as I walked around and closed the car door, joined by the dread overtaking me with each step. Winn thrust open the front door, leaving it wide.

				Voices grew louder as I approached, fear creeping its way in, in a way I’d never experienced, even when Zoe had been taken before. At least then, I hadn’t known our familial connection.

				Above the few stairs to the entry, Bernie sat at the table, his head in his hands, the cops on the opposite side. Winn had reached the group, his tone ratcheting up as he said, “Tell me what’s going on!”

				Bernie turned to him, his face ashen and said, “Zoe is missing.”

				I knew it.

				The cop held out a hand toward Winn. “I’m Detective Simms. Your father just called us to report your sister missing. Have you had any communication with her today?”

				Had Zoe been taken by one of mine? Again? Is there yet another test I have to go through? Are they using my sister? With her gift, she’d be a value to many—assuming anyone even knew. Why hadn’t Bernie called the Council? Or had he already and the police were a second option?

				“I thought she was staying with her friend, Clara.” Winn glanced at me, pain and worry in his eyes as he took a step toward the stairs.

				Privacy. Suze. He may not have said the words, but I believed he thought them.

				I reached out and slid my hand against his palm. “We both thought Zoe was out with friends.” And if some evil creature has her again, so help me, I will kill it in my human form and then go after the Council for letting them take her.

				“And your name and relationship to Miss Thomas?” the detective asked, little notebook in hand.

				“Mackenzie Thorne. Zoe is my …” sister. “… friend.” It almost hurt not to acknowledge her as my sister, but I figured that would cause more confusion than necessary, and I needed to get away. To call in Suze and find out exactly what the Council had done. They’d done something. I knew it.

				Winn’s hand clenched mine.

				“Clara, you say?” Simms scribbled in his book again. At the rate he moved, I could have turned into a snail and scouted out all Zoe’s normal hangouts myself. The need to roll my eyes took hold.

				I let Winn’s hand go. “I need to … pee.” Walking from the room toward the bathroom downstairs, I hoped that, when I called Suze, his appearance wouldn’t rock the house. Then again, the Council deserved to deal with a little damage control for involving Zoe. Again.
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				Winn

				According to Mac, Suze knew nothing about Zoe’s disappearance, not that that meant much when it came to the Council and their underhanded ways. He went in search of Magwa to have the wizard perform a locater spell and promised he’d return with answers in no more than thirty minutes.

				While the detectives left to do whatever they had to do, Dad, Mac and I grabbed our phones and started dialing every number we could find. Well, Dad and I did. Mac started contacting Council members directly, fury and downright anger in every pacing step she took. I had to agree with her belief that the Council had gotten involved, though Dad not knowing bugged me.

				With ten o’clock passing by, we hadn’t found anyone—human, or not—who had any idea about Zoe.

				“Maybe we can run by Clara’s house?” I asked Mac; she sat across from me in the living room, tapping her foot over and over on the floor. If she kept it up, she’d dig right through the wood and concrete below her.

				“I thought you called her already.”

				“I did, but no answer. I just think, maybe … going there would be a good next step.”

				Mac stood. “Let’s go. Suze can find us there when he gets the answers from Magwa.”

				A flash of light accompanied the shaking of the entire house, and Suze—dressed in regular people clothes of jeans, T-shirt and running shoes for the first time ever—appeared in front of us.

				“What did you find out?” I asked.

				Big blue eyes faced me as his bottom lip quivered.

				Mac brushed my shoulder a second later. “You found her, didn’t you?”

				His massive head nodded.

				“Dammit all to hell on the Council!” Mac yelled, her fists shaking.

				“Where is she?” Bernie asked from behind us.

				Suze’s lips fell into a super-deep frown as a tear trailed its way down his cheek. “She’s at the hospital.”

				Mac and I whirled. “What?” we both asked, with me adding, “Why did the Council send her to the hospital?”

				“Not the Council,” Suze said. “Children’s Hospital.”

				The wreck. Had Zoe been in it? If so, why? Suze had taken her home. Why would she have gone back out? And without telling me.

				Dad beat us to our cars, but Mac blocked him in, and Suze blocked me in, so we jumped into Suze’s Hummer.

				Children’s Hospital would take over thirty minutes to reach.

				Suze blasted the car backward, spun around and took us out onto the road.

				No one said a word.

				Silence stretched onward, my hand clutched in Mac’s.

				After at least fifteen minutes, I said, “If she’s like your mom, Mac, does that mean she’s immortal? I mean, she’ll heal from whatever’s going on, right?”

				Suze’s eyes met my gaze through the rear-view mirror.

				From his sad expression, I presumed not.

				My dad’s head dipped down. “We don’t know anything, yet, so no assumptions, okay?”

				I nudged Mac with my elbow, still wanting the answer.

				She shook her head. “She’s half human, so she’s not immortal.”

				

				Mac

				I hate hospitals.

				When Winn had been in one, I’d tolerated it because I knew in my heart, he’d be okay. I’d pushed him through the in-between and back home with the full knowledge that he’d die, but Mom had assured me, before I did it, that he would survive. Winn’s grip on me, which grew increasingly painful, helped and didn’t at the same time. We filed out of the car and raced inside, Suze moving on toward the parking lot.

				Bernie raced to the front desk, and said, “Zoe Thomas. I understand she’s here?”

				The woman, with her serious eyes, leaned toward a computer and typed on keys. “I don’t have anyone by that name.”

				Bernie pounded his fist on the top of the counter. “She may have been one of the kids in that wreck in Rune. Fourteen years old—”

				“Jane Doe,” the lady said.

				“What?” Winn and I asked.

				The woman picked up a phone, holding her finger up to us. When she finished, she said, “Someone will take you up to floor three in just a minute. If you’ll wait just over there—” She pointed to the chairs. “—we’ll call you as soon as they’re ready for you.”

				Bernie, Winn and I slow-walked to the chairs, dropping to them with zero enthusiasm. Suze appeared beside us as if he’d zapped himself in, but he hadn’t made a sound in the process. “They confirm she’s here?” he asked.

				“Jane Doe,” Bernie said, his elbows on knees, head in his hands. “I don’t know.”

				“Who’s Jane Doe?” Suze asked.

				Winn chuckled—a strained, pained sound. “It’s a name they give someone when they don’t know who they are.”

				“Oh,” Suze said

				“You took her home, didn’t you, Suze? Last night? From the doughnut place?” Winn asked.

				He nodded. “I sure did. Dropped her off at—Oh! No.” He shook his head. “They wanted to go to Clara’s house. Something about a new car or something. Zoe said it was okay because she’d get home before you did.”

				At least she’s not the dead one. I palmed my forehead realizing just how crass I sounded even to me.

				“What?” Winn asked.

				“Just having thoughts I shouldn’t have.”

				“Mr. Thomas?” a soft voice said. We all lifted our heads to a woman in a white lab coat, her hair pulled back at her nape, hands clasped in front. “I’m Dr. George. I’m a Resident working with Dr. Roberts.”

				“Yes?” Bernie faced her.

				“If you’ll come with me, we’d like to chat before we take you in.” She motioned for him to join her.

				Winn and I rose, too.

				“Just family at this point.”

				“We are her family,” Bernie said. “All of us.”

				Her head cocked a little before she said, “Okay. Follow me.”

				We traipsed through the waiting room and through a set of double doors that opened with the press of a silver button. Colorful posters lined the way on cream walls until the doctor turned into a small space with a couch, a couple of chairs and a table, and the color disappeared. ‘Conference/Consultation’ it said on the door.

				Winn, Bernie and I sat on the couch, Suze took one chair, and Dr. George stood. “You’re here about Zoe Thomas, correct?” she asked.

				“Yes,” Bernie said. “I’d like to see my daughter.”

				Dr. George held out a hand. “You’ll be able to soon. We just need to confirm her identity before taking you back. Can you give me a description of your daughter?” Bernie went on to provide the same picture I’d had of Zoe. “Excellent,” the doctor said. “Anything else you can tell me? Clothes she wore? Birthmarks?”

				“She was wearing a bright pink T-shirt with the word “Smooch” on it,” Suze said.

				“That’s right,” Winn said. “And—and she has a little freckle just at the side of her nose, here.” He pointed to just under his left eye.

				“And another on her rump.” Bernie chuckled even as he hiccupped a sigh.

				“And she was wearing a ring … her mother gave her … on her right ring finger,” I said. My mom had given me the ring in the in-between and had shown me the exact likeness on her hand. She’d said our father had given them to her, for me and for Zoe when we grew big enough to wear them.

				The doctor nodded. “Can you describe the ring?”

				“Yeah. Um … silver with an etching on the top. Kinda Celtic.” I hadn’t put much thought into it except to give it to Zoe and watch her bounce with excitement over the gift. I’d put mine in my jewelry box—all by itself.

				“I think that’s adequate,” the doctor said. “It’s good to put a name to her. I much prefer treating patients when I know who they are.” Dr. George turned to Bernie again. “We have two young ladies here. They were airlifted here, but neither had identification and neither was accompanied by a parent. We didn’t realize there were other passengers in the accident until just recently.”

				The wreck.

				On a sigh, Dr. George sat in the other chair. “Our apologies that it took so long to put everyone together, but our team focused on Zoe’s health, and we left finding the parents to authorities.”

				“Is she … okay?” Bernie asked.

				The doctor took a deep breath. “Zoe has experienced significant head trauma as a result of direct contact with the passenger side window of the car in which she traveled. She was unresponsive at the scene, and while we’ve been able to stabilize her, she’s currently completely dependent upon us for her survival.”

				“What does that mean?” I asked as Winn clutched my hand so hard I thought my bones might break.

				Dr. George faced me. “Her heart, her lungs, her ability to breathe—none of what you and I do involuntarily, can she do.”

				“Why not?” Winn asked.

				“We see little to no brain activity.”

				“But … will she … be … okay?” Suze’s voice quivered.

				Dr. George didn’t say anything for a minute. “The next twenty-four hours are critical as have been the previous twelve.”

				“Has she shown any improvement?” Bernie asked.

				“Not as of yet, but now that family has arrived, and you can see her, perhaps that will have an impact. One never knows what the unconscious mind will respond to.”

				“I’d like to see my daughter, now,” Bernie said, emotion breaking his words.

				“I’ll take you back one at a time. I just want you to be aware that what you’ll see may come as a shock, and while we try to prepare families, it’s often very difficult to do so. She’s connected to multiple machines and—”

				“We can handle it,” Bernie said.

				“All right, then, come with me.”

				• • •

				Suze, Winn and I sat in the waiting room as Bernie went through another set of double doors. Outside of the three of us, the room remained empty.

				After five minutes of dead silence, a cleaning crew trudged through with their big rolling cart. They swept as they walked past, the soft swishing sound drowning out the oppressive silence.

				I twiddled my thumbs. Winn stared straight ahead. Suze shifted repeatedly in his seat.

				From around a corner, an older lady, cane and all, shuffled forward, one foot at a time. She continued on toward us until she reached the chairs and lowered herself into one right next to Suze.

				There are a hundred places in here and she picks the one next to a seven foot demon?

				The lady clutched the arm of the chair and repositioned her cane. “My name is Mary.”

				All three of us faced her. I didn’t want to talk to her. Suze narrowed his eyes, twisting closer to her. He spun back to me, pointed, turned his finger to Mary and back to me.

				“I’m Winn.”

				“Mac.”

				“Suze.”

				“You have family here?” One crooked finger pointed toward the doors Bernie had disappeared through.

				“My sister,” Winn and I said at the same time.

				The woman’s eyebrows moved up a little. “You must care deeply to stay so late.”

				The doors opened, and Bernie walked through, his cheeks stained with the trails of tears. He waved at us and turned away, heading down the corridor from where Mary had come.

				“Can I go next?” Suze asked. “I’ll be quick.”

				Winn and I both nodded.

				Suze bolted for the nurse at the doors.

				As soon as he disappeared, the doors opened back up and a woman exited with a man, her face red and tear-covered. Winn nudged me with an elbow to the ribs. “That’s Clara’s Mom.”

				“Clara. Was Clara in the car?” I asked.

				“I don’t know,” he said.

				I dropped my head into my hands as helpless as I’d been with Winn in the hospital. Non-humans found their cures from wizards, fairies or the medical personnel of their own kind. I hadn’t ever given a thought to halflings. Too close to human, it made sense that they’d need normal, mortal human care. I turned to Winn, and in my softest voice with the intention to barely move my lips, I said, “Maybe we should get Magwa, or someone with magical powers, to come and heal Zoe.”

				“It’ll be all right, dear,” the little old lady said.

				I popped up and turned to her. Why would she say that? What did she know? How would she know? How had she heard me?

				“Life brings us challenges for a reason.”

				“You’re not kidding,” I said.

				Little old Mary smiled. “Your friend was wearing women’s tennis shoes. Did he know?”

				“Suze?” I couldn’t even laugh. I hadn’t noticed, but it didn’t mean Suze hadn’t incorrectly chosen. “Yeah. He probably knows. He’s pretty unique.”

				“Aren’t we all, dear?”

				You don’t know the half of it.

				“And some of us more than others.” Her eyes sparkled. “Life’s like that. It’s how it’s meant to be.”

				For some reason, I got the impression the woman’s words were meant for me—that she didn’t randomly choose to sit by us at eleven thirty on a Sunday night.

				The doors opened again, and Suze walked out, his face sallow, shoulders hunched. He waved at us and back to the door. “She’s so … tiny.” He sniffed.

				Winn squeezed my hand. “Can I go?”

				“Yeah, sure.” I let go to encourage him to leave. He did.

				Suze retook his spot next to Mary. “It’s bad, Mac.”

				A shiver raced through me. “How … bad?”

				“Really bad. She doesn’t look like our Zoe, but she is. I could tell. She’s just so … beaten.”

				Mary reached out a hand and Suze took it, entwining his fingers with hers. “You’re a good man to be here for her family.”

				I sat back against the chair and closed my eyes, trying to picture Zoe as anything but the cheerful, lively, gregarious, over-the-top sister I’d come to love.

				“It’s impossible to imagine life without someone, isn’t it?” Mary asked.

				“I wasn’t thinking that,” I said.

				“Good, dear. Good.” She put her hands on both sides of the chair and pushed up. The motion took at least thirty seconds. “Life … as most know it, ceases to exist when a loved one passes. For some, though, they have a far better place to go.”

				Whatever, lady.

				Mary placed a hand on her tripod cane and took a step. She turned back and faced me. “It’s in our heart that we hurt most. For some of us, it’s listening to what’s there that allows us to heal.”

				I didn’t comment as she both confused me and made me wonder. She’d just plopped herself down with us—a stranger among our family. She didn’t know Zoe. She didn’t know any of us.

				“You take care, now, dear. I’m just going to walk on back.”

				“Would you like some assistance?” Suze asked.

				“Oh, yes, dear. I very much would.”

				Suze took her arm and together they followed the path Bernie had taken, leaving me alone.

				Crazy old lady.

				I kicked out my legs.

				I crossed and re-crossed my arms.

				I stood and paced to the window and returned to my seat.

				Up. Down. Back. Forth.

				Repeat.

				Repeat.

				Repeat.

				The doors swung open again, arcing outward to expose the full entry into the Intensive Care Unit. Winn staggered out. He leaned into the wall, eyes closed.

				I ran to him and wrapped my arms around him as he, too, hiccupped air like his dad had. With a touch to his hip, I tugged him toward the chairs and managed to get him to sit before he fell over.

				“She’s—she’s—she’s just laying there with all these tubes and monitors and—” Hurt ebbed from him in an invisible waves. “—and I just wanted her to wake up. To sit up and say ‘surprise’ like she used to do when she was little. Or to slip off the bed and into mine with me to read a book. Or to yell at me for being loud in my room when it really wasn’t me.”

				I let him talk, not stopping him, not walking away, just rubbing his back and hoping the shudders that wracked him would subside.

				“You—you need to go in, Mac. In case, you know? To see her?”

				She’s not going to die. “I don’t want to leave you.” Of course, as soon as I said it, Bernie showed up, his pace slow. “Your dad’s coming.”

				“Okay.” Winn didn’t even look up.

				It took a minute, but Bernie finally reached us and sat across from us.

				“I guess it’s my turn,” I said.
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				Mac

				I stood outside the double doors, waiting for them to open. When they did, I stayed stuck in the middle, facing a hallway of nurses and doctors, curtains and doors, nothing like when Winn had been in the hospital. What lay before me included more pain and suffering than I ever expected to see.

				Immortals didn’t die over time. If they went, fast and furious would best describe the moment.

				I walked in, one step at a time, the overpowering scent of antiseptics filling my sinuses. Even after two hours, Dr. George still waited, leaning over the counter, scribbling on an electronic tablet of some sort.

				She turned to me as I approached. “Mackenzie, right?”

				I nodded.

				The doctor faced me. “I’ll take you back.”

				Following her, we navigated our way through the ICU, passing glass doors, curtains, weeping families, sleeping patients and a night-time bustle of quiet activity. As we passed room ‘14’, the woman in the chair at the door tilted up.

				Clara’s mom—the one who’d walked through the waiting room before. If she sat outside a door, did that mean Clara had been the other one who’d been brought to the hospital? If so, who died? Who’d been driving? Why had Zoe gotten in the car with them? What were they doing?

				“Here she is,” Dr. George said, pulling me from my thoughts.

				Zoe lay in bed, her body still, a ventilator beeping every few seconds and her chest expanding with its effort. Her entire face had been wrapped in white gauze and under the hospital sheets, wires and monitors surrounded her. She didn’t even resemble the annoying freshman I’d grown attached to.

				Attachments. Exactly the connections I hadn’t wanted to make and did anyway. At the last moment, too.

				“You can stay as long as you like,” Dr. George said. “I’ll just be at the counter, where you met me, if you need something. And nurses are stationed throughout this floor, if there’s an emergency. They’re monitoring all her vitals and check in every thirty minutes.” She exited, the door swooshing as she closed me in with Zoe.

				I tiptoed around the bed and ran my hands along the sheets to find her hand. For all I knew, since I could barely make out her face, they’d ID’d the wrong girl. Around the middle of the bed, I found her fingers and ran mine up the length of one.

				The ring, the one our mother had given us both, remained.

				Oh, god.

				I dropped to the chair next to Zoe, my chest hurting with the pain of a thousand stabs and my head throbbing.

				Why?

				Why?

				Why her?

				Why, when I’ve just learned what it means to be a sister?

				Why, when she’s the only one who can speak to my mom and relay messages?

				Why, when she just learned who she is?

				Why would you do this to Winn?

				A series of beeps had me popping up. I expected to turn and find Zoe staring at me, her big eyes blinking back confusion at her state, with a smile to say, ‘Just kidding!’

				Nothing.

				Her chest continued to move to the rhythm of the vent.

				I reached under the sheet again and took her hand in mine, dropping my head to our connection. “You have to fight, Zoe. There’s so much you still have to experience. You have to meet the Council. You have to learn about your heritage. You have to grow up … and go to the prom … and love boys … and everything else you’re supposed to do in life. Okay? All of it. You know, marriage and kids and family, and all that crap I’m not going to get to do. You have to do that for me. I was counting on it. You were going to be my conduit to Winn later. You can’t leave me to deal with all this alone. It’s all about me, remember?” I laughed at myself.

				Zoe and I had had that conversation several times. I’d say ‘It’s all about me, remember’? and she’d roll her eyes. Later, she’d say it to me in some other context.

				The door to the room slid open.

				I lifted my head to find Mary, the little old woman from the waiting room, entering. She didn’t look like a nurse or doctor, so with furrowed brow, I asked, “Um … can I help you?”

				“Oh, carry on, dear. I’m just here to check on her.”

				With a little more force, I said, “The nurses said only family could come back here. And only one at a time.”

				Mary waved a crinkly hand at me, her eyes glassy. “Ah … yes. That.”

				I wanted to tell her to get out, that my private time came as my private time. I would have done that, too, months ago, but something inside me wanted her—a little old lady I’d never met until half an hour before—to stay. A deep, internal something-or-other warred with the rules playing through my head, even as I said, “There’s a chair over there.”

				Mary had already begun lowering herself into it. “You care very deeply for her, don’t you?”

				Facing Zoe, I said, “Yeah. She’s my only sister.”

				“I know.”

				My head whipped up. “How do you know?”

				“Your father told me.”

				She must have met Bernie outside and misunderstood. “Oh,” I said. “Right.” Of course he hadn’t fathered either one of us. “Why are you here?” I asked with genuine interest, hoping, for some reason, she’d say, ‘I’m a witch come to heal Zoe’ or something similar.

				Mary chuckled, a small, old lady sound. “For you, dear.”

				“Me?” Surprise coated my tone.

				She nodded. “I noticed there was no mother-figure in your group and thought you might need a little support from one of your own.”

				Oh. One of my own. A Council member, then. With my head in my hands, I rethought my assumption. According to Suze, the Council couldn’t intervene in Zoe’s care, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t—that someone on the Council wouldn’t just help Zoe anyway. If I asked Mary, ‘Hey, is your name really Josie? Alina? Cleo?’ and she said ‘no’, I’d look stupid. Deciding to forget the rules and just be thankful she’d been let in, I asked, “Have you had to … go through something like this before?”

				“In a way, once. Yes.” Mary adjusted in her seat.

				“And did she live?”

				She gave me a slow head nod. “She did.”

				A bubble of hope rose up in me. “Did she … have any problems?”

				“We all have problems. What one person considers a challenge, another sees it as part of their life.”

				“Did she wish things were different?”

				“All the time, but she learned, in the end, that what mattered most was what she had right in front of her.”

				For some reason, her words didn’t seem applicable to anyone but to me. That couldn’t be possible, but it seemed like it. If Maddie were even my friend anymore, I’d have asked her about the psychology of our conversation. She’d always analyzed me even when I hadn’t requested it.

				“This sucks,” I said.

				Mary smiled. “Yes, dear, I expect it does. As young as you are, I would presume you’ve never considered your own fate–in terms of what you’d want to do, if you were in a similar situation.”

				She had that right. Who would have at eighteen? “I’d want to be with my mom …” in the in-between. Couldn’t say that part out loud though or I’d give away one of the many secrets, and if a Council member truly had taken the role of Mary, would give away their cover, too.

				“At the bosom of our mothers,” Mary said after a few moments of silence. “I believe men and women alike ask for their mothers. The care and comfort from a maternal source is deeply desired by many.” Mary started her upward rise again, bones creaking. “Life at my age is simply not what it’s cracked up to be.” She giggled.

				I stood, too, figuring I ought to help her since she’d been so nice and stayed with me.

				“No, no, dear. I’m okay. You just take care of your sister. And yourself.” When she reached the door, she pushed it open as if she had Suze’s strength.

				Definitely a Council member.

				“Just remember, dear, no matter your station in life, mothers are always watching.”

				As I sat back down, Mary slipped through the door, her hand still on the inside frame.

				“Be caref—” I started, not wanting her to pinch her fingers when the ring on her right ring finger made me do a double-take.

				Her hand passed through, and she stepped away toward the curtain as I jumped up, grabbed the handle and yanked. It wouldn’t budge.

				“Mom! Mom!”

				I pulled harder on the door, trying to get it to slide.

				It gave way, and I raced through, turning the way I’d seen her go and running to the end of the hall.

				No Mary.

				Back to the left, I turned.

				Nurses faced me, their faces a mixture of confusion and worry, interest and uncertainty.

				Dr. George scurried down the hall toward me. “Miss Thorne? Are you okay?”

				I stared at her, hurt coursing through my body, all the calm Mary brought evaporating like steam on a cold winter’s day.

				My mom had come in corporeal form. She’d sat with me twice, and I didn’t know it. She’d left me at a time when I could have used her most.

				“My … mom—”

				Dr. George put her arm around me. “Come. Let me get you something to drink.” She directed me down a hall. “Some rest would probably do you a lot of good, too. I promise to call if anything changes.”

				Everything had already changed.

				In my heart, I understood my mother’s advice.

				

				Winn

				Three days passed, and Zoe had shown no sign of improvement. Mac and I stood at our lockers, both of us silent, both of us stuck as if in a cartoon where the scenery doesn’t really go by but sticks in place even though the characters keep moving.

				Dad made me go back to school, to give me something to do other than mope around and ask him ten times a day if I thought she’d be okay. Alina had pushed Mac for the same reason.

				Instead of lethargically moving around them, we did so together under the scrutiny of our friends.

				“Hey,” Caroline said, Pete in her wake.

				I gave her a nod.

				“Did you hear the news report this morning?” She plunked herself against the locker next to me.

				“Haven’t watched any—”

				“They charged Clara’s sister with texting while driving, manslaughter for Kieran’s death and malicious intent, but are holding charges for Clara and Zoe … you know … for when they get out of the hospital.”

				Or die, I wanted to say.

				“Kieran’s funeral is this Saturday. I think I’m going to go even though I didn’t know her. A bunch of the sophomores are going. And they brought in a bunch of counselors, so you know … maybe you guys should both—”

				“No,” Mac and I said at the same time. “She’ll be fine,” Mac said. “We don’t need help for someone who’ll be okay—”

				“All right,” Caroline said. “I’m with you. You know, just in case.”

				“I’m really sorry, man,” Pete said.

				I nodded again. The bell rang and Pete and Caroline walked away, but Mac and I still stood there as if being late didn’t matter—as if life itself didn’t matter. “I should be at the hospital,” I said.

				“Me, too.” Mac pushed off the wall and turned.

				Ridge walked toward us.

				“Not now,” I said.

				He held up his hands. “Hey, I was just going to class, minding my own business. Got nothing against you, man. Just wanted to say I heard about your sister and wanted to tell you I’m sorry.”

				Guilt ripped through me. “Thanks.” Ridge moved past us, brushing his shoulder against Mac’s. She spun around, but I grabbed her before she could haul off and punch him. “He’s not worth it. Let’s go.”

				We followed the path back toward the exit as Suze appeared within the door.

				“Why are you here?” Mac asked. “I didn’t call you. You’re supposed to—”

				“They’ve made a decision.”

				“What do you mean, they and a decision?” A rush of adrenaline barreled through me.

				Suze’s eyes sparkled but not from excitement. Instead, a sheen of tears filled them.

				I took off running toward my car through the bright sunshine that would normally make the day beautiful with its increasing warmth. At my Jeep, I struggled with the fob. It wouldn’t unlock. I tried for the key, but with shaking hands, I couldn’t manage the lock.

				Mac’s arms came around me, sliding down to my hand. “Suze said he’ll drive.” She took the keys.

				A rumble behind me made me turn. Suze’s Hummer stood there, the passenger door open. I jumped in, Mac taking the back, and Suze took off down the road.

				• • •

				Dr. George met us again, taking us to a larger consultation room, where Josie joined us, too. She sat next to my dad, Mac and I together, and Suze towered over us all, a sentry to our pain.

				Once settled, Dr. Roberts appeared. I’d only met him one other time, his grey hair giving off serious vibes. He cleared his throat, settling into a chair next to Dr. George. The older doctor took a folder from Dr. George and opened it on the table, turning it around so we could read it right-side-up.

				The five of us leaned forward.

				“This is a scan of her brain activity from Sunday when she first arrived. We had hope because of this wave here.” He pointed with a pencil to a graph across a long sheet of paper. He flipped a page over. “This is Monday morning.” The wave had shrunk. “And this is this morning.”

				Barely even a dent.

				He pulled the folder closer to him and went through a few pages before landing on a colorful image. “I’d show you this on the computer, but they’re all tied up and the reality is, this is static.” With pencil again, he pointed to various quadrants on the image, explaining what they expected to see from her brain and what they really did see. “So, as you can see, Zoe is not improving, and we believe, at this time, her prognosis leaves her no more than a half-percent chance of survival. Beyond that, her quality of life will be nothing like what she’s had in the past—if she makes any recovery at all.”

				Tears filled my eyes at the idea my sister could die. Would die. Wouldn’t be able to bug me in the mornings or steal my laptop or talk over me when I tried to have conversations with Mac.

				“And your recommendation is that we … that we …” Bernie sucked in air.

				“That she be removed from life saving devices.” Josie finished for him.

				“This decision is yours, as we said earlier, Mr. Thomas. But in this case, we have no reason to believe she will recover, or recover in such a way that would leave her anything more than a shell of the girl she once was. She’ll need round-the-clock care. She’ll never be able to walk, talk, express herself.” He pointed to the scan again. “In this part of her brain that controls so many facets of our daily lives we see absolutely no activity. And—” He closed the folder. “Her organs are systematically shutting down. Her kidneys have failed as of this morning, and we see signs her liver will follow.”

				I turned to Suze. “You said a decision was made … when you picked us up.” To my dad, I said, “Did you already—are you about to—Dad?” Panic took hold of me. “Dad? Tell me you’re not giving up.” Mac squeezed my hand, but I refused to look at her. If I did, I’d probably burst into tears.

				“I already talk with the doctors this morning,” he said as I continued to stare at him. “I wanted you to hear it from them, but yes—”

				“No!” I jumped up from my seat, knocking it over. “You can’t do this! She’s only fourteen! Her birthday is coming up. She’ll be okay if you give her more time.”

				Mac tugged on my hand.

				I yanked it free. “No! None of you understand. She’s my sister.” I whirled and raced from the room.
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				Mac

				Chasing Winn took no effort. He went straight toward the ICU doors and pressed the button. I caught up to him as he entered and stopped him. “Calm down before you go in there.”

				He jerked away, but the wetness on my hand told me he didn’t leave because of me.

				Winn kept going, walking his way toward Zoe’s room. The nurses didn’t stop us. No one did. Together, we made our way in and stood at the foot of her bed.

				“She can’t die, Mac. She just can’t. It’s not right.”

				I wrapped my arm around him. “I know. It hurts me, too.” It did, but I’d been trying not to show it. Winn had a history with Zoe that I didn’t. He had to hurt worse than me, even though the knives cutting away at my heart dug further in.

				He heaved air, shuddering as it released. “I don’t want her to go. I know I wasn’t the best big brother, but it’s just not right.”

				“I don’t want her to either. Someone asked me the other day, if I’d ever thought about what I’d want if this happened to me.”

				Winn wiped his hand under his nose.

				“Zoe wouldn’t want to be a vegetable. She’d want to run and dance and sing and eat chocolate and love. She’d want to go to the prom and act silly and stupid. She’d want all of that, don’t you think?” I asked.

				“But maybe she can—if they just wait—and with physical therapy—”

				“Did you see the lines on the report?” How had I become the logical one?

				He nodded.

				“Do you really believe there’s hope?”

				He leaned forward and grabbed hold of the bed. “It’s just not her time. It’s not. She has decades to be around us still. She’d want to be able to talk to her mom. I mean, god, Mac. She just met her.”

				Mary. Her Mom. She can have her mom. I hadn’t told him about her visit in case I’d breached the barrier of insanity. Now, I get her visit. “Winn?”

				“Huh?”

				“What if … what if I sent her to the in-between?”

				He turned to me. “What?”

				“I can—I can send her soul there, but because she’s human, her body will stay, and she’ll … you know … die here, but she won’t die-die. She just won’t ever be able to … return because her body will be dead.”

				“But—”

				“She’d like it, I think. She told me how much she loved hanging out with our Mom. She—she—” Emotion hung me up. “She’d get—she’d—” She’d get exactly what I’d want if this was me.

				“To be with her mom.” Air broke from Winn’s lips in spurts. He hung his head, knuckles white on the bed frame. At the slow nod, I knew we agreed.

				“You have to leave for me to do this.”

				“What about my dad?” Winn turned and faced me, his cheeks glossy.

				“He’s already had his moment, and if he changes his mind, I’ll go get her before her body gives up. But if we don’t do this now, and she dies first, I can’t send her soul. She’ll be gone.”

				He nodded again.

				“You have to leave.”

				“I want to stay.” His lips firmed. “I want to be here—”

				“You can’t. I don’t know how to control it, and anyone in this room is going to go.” I took his hand in mine. “I’ll go in and get her if anyone changes their mind. Okay? I promise.”

				His eyes widened. “But you renounced it! You—”

				“Rules are made to be broken, right? Didn’t one of the Council members say that?”

				“You read my email?”

				I gave him the best smile I could produce even as every nerve ending in my body screamed at me to walk away, to hope Zoe would be okay. If I went back into the in-between, I’d give up my seat on the Council.

				Would I give it up for Zoe?

				Maybe.

				“Go,” I said.

				Winn stepped forward. “You promise?”

				“Yeah.” My heart hurt more with each beat it took.

				“Thanks, Mac.” With that, he walked away.

				I slid the door closed and pulled the curtains. Standing at the foot of Zoe’s bed, I said, “I hope this is what you want, Zoe. I’m sorry no one could do anything for you. Tell Mom I love her, and I miss her, and …” The tears I’d held in check for so long began to flow. “And I’ll—” I sniffled. “I’ll miss you until the day I die, which is going to be thousands of years from now, and that’s a really long time to miss a crazy sister like you.” A small smile creased my lips even as more tears fell, knowing Zoe would have loved to hear me call her that.

				I held out my arms, tilted my head back and said, in Greek,

				Spirit guides, I ask you, lend me focus and clarity.

				Light in the room extinguished.

				Take Zoe to the place beyond.

				Wind kicked up, sending everything in the room swinging.

				Where life and death know no form.

				A tornado of light spiraled down from the ceiling.

				Give her wisdom. Give her strength.

				Zoe rose from the bed, her body, flat and parallel to the floor as if being pulled by a puppet master.

				And return to her body by the Ides morn.

				A flash of light so bright I could see nothing but white forced my hand up in front of me as the power of wind blew and, in an instant, died.

				Zoe’s monitors blared. The door behind me slid open on a rush, the curtain pulled back. Nurses moved me out of the way, calling out words and yelling to each other in codes I didn’t understand, until I heard the words, “She has a DNR!” and I knew.

				I ran.

				Out of the room.

				Down the hallway.

				Through the doors.

				Down the interior stairs.

				Out of the hospital.

				Suze and his Hummer waited in the front circle as if magically called.

				I jumped in and on the darkest day of my life, cried like I’ve never cried before.

				

				Winn

				Blue skies and sun couldn’t brighten my day. Even as the temperatures reach past seventy, I shivered. With my eyes closed, I leaned back in the chair in a side room of the chapel.

				Outside the door, people had begun to enter, but I still hadn’t found the power to move my feet toward them. Toward the end. Toward Zoe’s prone form in the closed coffin my dad and Josie picked. The one with the raspberry colored lilies across a white outer shell.

				She’d died on Thursday. Ten minutes after I agreed with Mac to send her soul into the in-between.

				I hadn’t told my dad.

				I didn’t know if Zoe made it or if she’d disappeared forever.

				Nothing in the world seemed right. Mac had disappeared, too, for about a day, but showed up with Suze at my house. She hadn’t cried. She hadn’t asked me anything. She just clung to me for a few hours. In silence. The sound of ticking clocks in my house louder than anything else, including my own heartbeat.

				“Hey.”

				I sprung up from my closed-off perch to find Mac standing in the doorway. Moving to her, I wanted to ask her if we were in the midst of a dream instead of a horror movie, but I knew the answer. From the moment the doctor had walked into the room, where I’d gone to wait with my dad and Josie, I’d known.

				“Hey,” I said from the far side of the room.

				Dressed in all black, Mac-style, with a black shirt, black pants that flared at the feet, a black jacket and black heels, I could only wonder if Alina had chosen for her.

				“Sorry I’m late.” She moved closer in. “I—I wanted to get something.”

				“What was it?”

				She tiptoed toward me and held out her hand, fingers extended. “This.”

				“Your hand?”

				She shook it. “No. On my finger.”

				A silver band with a pattern etched into the top graced her right ring finger. In all the time I’d known her, she’d never worn jewelry—except for the necklace I’d given her for Christmas.

				“I thought it would be appropriate.”

				“They’re burying the other with Zoe.” My eyes opened wide. “Should we not?” I stepped toward the door. “Maybe we should go get it and keep it. You know—maybe we shouldn’t—”

				Mac took my hand and pulled me back into the room, closer to her. With a headshake, she said, “No. It’s right to be there with her. It was hers.”

				“But—what about …” I didn’t even know what to ask. It just seemed appropriate to question it. Like it would give me something to do besides wallow in her absence.

				Mac’s eyes welled. “Just let her have it, okay?” She pulled me against her, our arms wrapping around one another.

				“Did she make it, Mac? Inside?”

				“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I’m not allowed to ask about it, remember? Not until after.”

				“What about Suze? Can’t he—” My hands instinctively moved up and down her back.

				“You can ask him. I’m sorry, Winn.”

				I held her face between my palms. “For what?”

				“For bringing her into all this.”

				“But you had nothing to do with it. She was killed by a teen-aged driver who was texting, Mac.” Anger replaced my sorrow.

				Clara’s sister had offered to take them out for midnight ice cream and decided to text friends to join them. She missed a curve at twenty miles over the posted speed and wrapped her car around a huge tree. Not only did the car bounce off and catch fire, the tree split in half, right down the middle of the trunk.

				“What the hell was she thinking?” I stormed away from Mac. “She couldn’t take the ten minute drive without picking up her damn cell phone? She couldn’t focus on driving without telling others where to go? Drive. Arrive. Text. Dammit!” I hadn’t ever cursed so many times in one tirade of emotion.

				Mac slipped her hand against mine. “And you wonder why I don’t care for technology.”

				I glared at her but softened as a tear slipped from her lid. A gentle swipe with my finger made it disappear. “I can only wish she were more like you. That all of us were. Two lives—gone. One—who knows?” Clara remained in the ICU.

				At the knock on the door, we both turned. Josie slipped inside, her face the perfect picture of grief-stricken hostess. “They’re ready.”

				I didn’t want to be ready. I wanted them to all go away, for the scene to swirl to nothing and me to wake from the worst dream of my life.

				“Winn, we gotta go,” Mac said at my side. “It’s our last chance to say goodbye.”

				

				Mac

				I didn’t know Zoe had so many friends. As I stood at the back of the chapel with Winn, his dad and Josie, scanning the room and the backs of heads, I started wondering just how many people would attend my funeral. If I ever died.

				A total of twelve? The Council?

				There had to be over two hundred people filling the pews. People I’d seen in the hallways at school. Teachers. Even part of the Council had come, though every time I looked at them, a boiling rage took over.

				They could have saved her.

				Everything inside me believed they could have, if they wanted to.

				“We don’t interfere with humans.” Their excuse didn’t work for me. They interfered all the time. My mother, a goddess, had produced two children with a human. I believed, from Winn’s email, at least three Council members had married or partnered up with a human, producing, at the very least, Maddie—perhaps Ridge, too. If Zoe had been one of their kids, they’d have done something to save her.

				The music began, a slow processional that would take the four of us, the preacher guy, and six pall bearers up front. Winn and his dad had both accepted positions. So had Suze who’d chosen all black like me. The other three were men I didn’t recognize, but one turned every time I passed. I’d nod and move on, not wanting to talk to any of them.

				As we made our slow walk to the front, people around us whispered, bowed their heads, stood and sat. Tears flowed, making my own eyes water.

				We passed Magwa and Nomas, and I wanted to turn, right then, and yell at them. Instead, I glared and sent silent messages they’d never hear. ‘You could have saved her!’

				Keiran’s family sat in the middle with red-rimmed eyes. Why they’d decided to join, I didn’t know. I figured they’d have been home mourning.

				Clara’s family didn’t attend.

				On my left, Cleo and Robin, with her protruding stomach bump, sat with two men I’d never seen before, their converted husbands, I presumed. Neither held magic, but they earned a glare, too, and both turned away.

				So, you know why I’m angry with you.

				In front of them, Raven sat with Gerard. He nodded to me. Raven sat stoic.

				You’re a damn angel. That has to mean you could have saved her.

				Of the twelve on the Council, I guessed at least three had the power to heal.

				We can’t intervene, my ass.

				“You look like you’re about to spew fire,” Josie said in my ear as we reached the front pew.

				I forced my expression flat and whispered back, “Emergency Council meeting tonight. Get them all there.”

				Her hand gripped my shoulder. “We’ll talk afterward.”

				I spun and swept her hand away from me. “You’re just as much to blame for this.” My words came out louder than I intended.

				Josie pursed her lips. “We will talk, Mackenzie.”

				“Yes, but—”

				Winn turned to me, and the pain in his face made me stop the irritated, anger-filled tirade I wanted to let free. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, willing some calm into my body.

				“Dear friends,” the preacher began. “Today, we remember Zoe Amanda Thomas, a young soul whose life ended far too soon.”

				You got that right.

				He went on. I stared into empty space.

				Bernie spoke. My thoughts traveled elsewhere. To the Council. To my role. To being human or non-human. To my choice that would take me away from Winn—a fate which, at that moment, I pondered intently. I could stay human and be with him. He could become immortal and be with me. Or, like death, we would separate.

				Winn spoke. I focused on him.

				When it came to my turn, I walked up to the podium, a haze of uncertainty twisting itself around me. Faces stared back. The Council members I’d seen before. A group of freshman, who dabbed their eyes with tissues. Caroline and Pete together in the middle.

				Maddie.

				Ridge.

				“Why are you here?”

				A rumble of deep whispers went through the crowd. I launched myself from the front and raced down the center aisle.

				Someone jumped up behind me.

				When I reached Maddie, I stood over her. “Why are you here?”

				Her face took on a pallor not unlike Zoe’s. “I—”

				“Get out!” I pointed to the doors as someone grabbed me around the waist. “No!” I jerked in their arms. “You’re not welcome here. Neither of you.”

				“It’s okay, she’s directing her anger outwardly,” the voice at my ear said.

				“No, I’m not! Get her out. She’s only ever tried to take stuff from me. She’s a—”

				A hand clamped over my mouth. My entire body lifted from the floor and, even as I struggled, the scene went from inside to outside, to a tree-filled courtyard, my body going lax under the man’s control.

				“I’m going to set you down now, but you have to promise not to leave. I won’t catch you if you run. Are you ready?”

				I nodded.

				Feet hit brick. As soon as he let go, I stalked away and turned around. “Who are you?” That’s the guy who kept staring at me.

				Dressed in a black suit and tie, he stood out no more than anyone else, except for the fact he stared at me with an intensity I had experienced only with Winn.

				With a tip up of his chin, he said, “I’m your father.”
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				Winn

				“Mac? Mac? Wake up.” I’d followed her, and my dad’s friend who’d agreed to be a pall bearer, out to the courtyard after the spectacle inside. She’d struggled out of his arms and two seconds later slumped to the ground. “Mac?”

				“She’s just fainted,” the guy I’d only ever known as Zoe’s therapist said.

				Mac pushed up from the ground, her head turning left and right. She jumped to her feet and wobbled. I caught her before she toppled again.

				“When was the last time you ate, Mackenzie?” Dr. Enroht asked.

				She waved him off and pulled from my hold. Two steps later, she faltered again. For the second time, I took her in my arms, and led her to another bench. “I need to get out there.” She pointed toward the arched exit.

				“You need to eat.” Magwa appeared from outside, a Snickers bar in-hand. “It is always good to be prepare—”

				“Like you?” She stood but took the chocolate. “You didn’t help Zoe. You weren’t ‘prepared’ to help her. You—”

				Magwa put his palms together, prayer-style. “We are not allowed.”

				“Even for me? For me!” Her voice rose in volume and tone. “She was my sister!”

				I slipped an arm behind Mac and walked her down the small pathway, away from Magwa. Tall stone walls surrounded the courtyard, giving the four of us privacy—though I didn’t understand Dr. Enrohte’s role or why he’d jumped up and brought Mac out.

				“She was my sister, too,” I said, expecting retaliation.

				Mac bit into her snack. “And you know what they can do. Saroya is an elf. He can heal. Magwa is a wizard. He can heal. Raven—”

				“I know you want to think that.”

				“I don’t want to think … I know!” She slapped her hands together as if to get my attention.

				With a glance back at Magwa, I waved him out, which left Zoe’s therapist standing alone at the door again.

				“Why did you go after Maddie?”

				Mac’s head slumped down. “I don’t know. I just … saw her there and everything inside me wanted to strangle her.” She dropped to another bench and leaned forward, fingers running through her hair.

				I sat next to her. “This is hard on all of us, and I thought you were doing okay, but maybe you’re not. Maybe we should talk to someone. I mean, Zoe’s therapist is here. He’s one of the pall bearers. He brought you out here.”

				“No.” She spat the answer at me.

				“Maybe he could just … you know, help us both for a little? Before we drive over to the cemetery.”

				“No.” That time, the word came out softer.

				“Just stay here for a minute.” I started to leave but she grabbed my arm.

				“My father is here.”

				“What? Your … father?” I spun around looking for him as if he’d be right there.

				“He’s a pall bearer.”

				I thought through the faces of the four extras who’d agreed. Two golf buddies. Zoe’s therapist. Dad’s college roommate. It took a second for me to realize the one who’d tackled Mac, Zoe’s therapist, still stood in the courtyard. “My sister’s—her doctor—he’s her dad? Your dad?”

				Mac held the last bit of her candy bar in her hand, stretching it out to me but not in a way that would suggest I should eat it. More in an agreement. As if I’d just figured out something huge.

				I spun only to find the man in question walking our way.

				“How is she?” he asked when he reached us.

				Mac moved to my side. “Who are you?” Her finger replaced the candy bar in the pointing action.

				“I’m Rory.” He moved in closer and held out a hand to me. “Good to see you Winn, even under the circumstances.”

				I stared at the man, looking at him from a completely different perspective. Rather than shake his hand, my finger extended in his direction like Mac’s had. “You?” I’d have guessed him to be in his mid-forties by his hair still dark with specks of gray in a few places.

				He slid his hands into his pockets. “You know, then?”

				“That means—you knew—what about Zoe?”

				His hands rose, palms facing me. “Know what? That she was my daught—” His voice broke. He coughed into a fist before tucking it back. “Yes. I knew.”

				Mac pressed herself forward. “What about me? What do you know about … me?”

				Engine noise from outside the courtyard had us all turning. “Maybe we could talk about this after the cemetery service? There’s a large group of folks waiting.”

				Mac’s cheeks turned pink.

				I wondered for a moment if she knew she’d blushed.

				“Death affects people in a variety of ways, including outbursts of the sort you had. No one will take issue with you.”

				I took Mac’s hand and pulled her with me.

				“Just one question,” she said and stopped us. “How long have you … known? About … Zoe and me?”

				On a deep sigh, he said, “All your life.”

				

				Mac

				All through the procession and the final placement at the cemetery, I could think of nothing but my father. My dad. The man I’d wondered about and been told by everyone they couldn’t tell me—because my mom had kept his identity such a complete secret they didn’t know. The man she’d promised to reveal to me after I reached my nineteenth birthday.

				My real dad.

				Zoe’s dad. A man she’d never met—in father form—and wouldn’t.

				Ever.

				Winn drove us on toward The Bean, a coffee shop two miles from Primrose. “Are you sure you want to do this with just us?”

				“Why wouldn’t I?”

				He pulled at the knot in his tie, loosening it until he looped it over his head and threw it in the backseat. “I don’t know. It’s a shock?”

				“He’s a therapist. He can probably deal with whatever I’m feeling better than anyone else.”

				Winn released a small chuckle. “You’re probably right.” He pulled into the parking lot and, leaving the engine running, turned toward me.

				At his sigh, I said, “What?”

				His eyes closed.

				“Come on, Winn. Spit it out.”

				“I … I just want to make sure you’re not going to make a scene in there like at the funeral.” He took my hands as if in apology. “I thought maybe we should go to somewhere private, but—”

				“Winn.” I squeezed his fingers. “I’m okay. I …” Not letting go, I turned toward the window, inhaled and spun back. “I had a moment. It all kinda crashed down on me when I saw Maddie for some reason. I’ll apologize to your dad. I will.”

				“He doesn’t need one. He understands. I’m more worried about this finding-your-dad thing on top of everything else that’s gone on.”

				“I have you with me.”

				“I was there before,” he said.

				“Yeah, but you weren’t, too. This is different. This is … a … connection. It’s almost a little like getting something back. I went from mad to ‘oh my god’ freaked when he said who he was.”

				“To the point you fainted.” He grinned.

				“I was overwhelmed.” I pointed my finger at him. “And if you tell anyone about that, I will kill you, got that?”

				His grin morphed into a smirk. “I officially have some blackmail dirt on you.” Winn pushed his door open.

				I followed, quickly. “I mean it, Winn. No one is to know.”

				He shut his door, his lips curving up farther. “Oh, yeah. I’ll never tell.”

				We met at the back of the car and, hand-in-hand, walked into the coffee shop.

				Dr. Enroht, Rory, sat at the closest table. He stood as soon as we entered and motioned us toward the counter. “Whatever you’d like. I’m buying.”

				I moved straight to the girl behind the counter and said, “Chocolate milkshake.” The good doctor chuckled. I faced him, my eyebrows coming together. “What?”

				“Your mother has a love of chocolate. I see she’s passed it on.”

				“That’s about all she eats,” Winn said. “I’ll have the same.”

				Therapist-man nodded as if he understood. “Chai Tea for me, please.”

				Cashier-girl handed us a silver stand with a little red circle and a number ‘3’ at the top. “We’ll bring it right over.”

				We moved off to a back table, following my dad the whole way. The idea that the man who fathered me stood right in front of me still seemed odd, yet at the same time, exhilarating.

				Winn and I took one side of the booth, and ‘the man’ slid into the other. He clasped his hands on the table, his tie loosened and askew, his suit jacket still covering him. Deep, dark, chocolate eyes faced me.

				Eyes just like mine.

				“Why did mom hide you? Why weren’t you in my life? In Zoe’s? Why does the world think you died? Why—”

				He held up his hands, a smile filling his face. “She hid me because of the law of relationships.”

				“The what?” Winn asked.

				“A hundred years before you were born, all human-non-human relationships were unlawful. Persecuted even.”

				“But they aren’t now,” I said. Except for Council members.

				“No, but back then …” He pointed up. “… they’d made the decree.”

				Ooh, he means the gods.

				“Fifty years ago, that changed for most of your kind. But even twenty-five years ago, the Council could have eliminated me just for falling in love with and knowing your mother, simply because of her position as a goddess. True safety would have come if she renounced her claim to the gods’ realm and became human, but then neither you, nor Zoe, would have had any ties to the immortal world. You’d have just been … human.”

				“And that would have been bad?” Winn asked.

				“For Mackenzie’s mother, yes. She loves who she is. She just wants everyone to have an equal chance in life, no matter from where they come.”

				“Then why stay together?” I asked. “Why risk it? Why not go off and find someone else to produce kids with. Someone … safe?”

				“That’s something you wouldn’t understand unless you’ve experience a love so powerful you’d prefer death instead of being apart.”

				I forced myself not to turn to Winn. The girl from the counter arrived with our drinks, and conversation froze as she passed them out. Straws, spoons, honey. I dove right into mine.

				“Relationship rules changed fifty-ish years before you were born, except for Council members and … of course, Changelings. Traditions, they said, had to remain. After your mother had you, she was devastated that the Council refused to alter their position and placed you with surrogates anyway. She’d worked so hard for us to all be together. When she had Zoe, even though Zoe didn’t have your gift, she worried that the Council would take her, too, simply because she’d been so vocal about change.”

				“Change. The bane of the Council existence,” I said. The number he’d mentioned jogged in my brain as the chocolate gave me new life. “Wait. Let’s go back a minute. Did you say fifty years before me a bunch of stuff changed?”

				He nodded.

				I turned to Winn. “Raven. She was … she was the Changeling then.”

				“Yes,” Dad said. “She was instrumental in bringing about the acceptance of human-non-human relationships. I’m sure you know that the two Changelings prior to Raven gave up their life to be with their human counterpart. The law was originally enacted to prevent future Changelings from choosing human—in other words to prevent Raven, or yourself, from choosing human. Raven, though, when it came to her time, she brokered an agreement.”

				“An agreement?” Winn asked.

				“Yes. Raven, like all Changelings, was tempted by a human. She, as the first Changeling under the law, took a unique position when it came to relationships. She believed in free will and the right to love whomever. Her deal was that the law would be repealed, and forever unable to be reinstated, if she gave up the human she loved and took her place on the Council.”

				“Raven did that?” I asked. “Altruism has never been her forte.”

				Rory chuckled. “Your mother was furious with her. Livid, I believe is the word she used when we discussed it. They fought, over principles, morals, ethics, emotions. They’d been best friends until that point, but Raven was willing to give up to take her place. Your mother believed she shouldn’t have.”

				He talked like he’d been there. “Um … I have a question.”

				“Anything.”

				“How old are you?”

				Rory leaned back and laughed. “Forty-six,” he finally said as his laugh subsided.

				“Then how …” Winn started my question.

				“She told me everything when she decided she had to leave in order to save you and your sister. And me.”

				“But I thought you said ‘a love so strong’ … yadda yadda,” I said.

				Rory’s smile didn’t falter. “That doesn’t mean I didn’t understand. It took months, but she convinced me that our future, hers and mine, would be determined by what you did when you turned nineteen. That her departure, my life, your future, and putting Zoe with a Guardian would ensure her safe—” He paused and closed his eyes, a shudder of air escaping him. When he opened again, his gaze met mine, emotion as strong as that in my own heart playing through. “That it was the right thing to do, and I believed her.”

				“The Council could have saved Zoe,” I said.

				His eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

				“Mac, don’t. You don’t know that,” Winn said.

				I glared at him. “I think they chose not to. To punish me. Or mom. Or something. They said, ‘we don’t interfere with humans’, but Zoe wasn’t human.” My fists clenched.

				Rory’s lips thinned. His eyes closed for a moment. “No, that was part of the deal Raven agreed to. If children are born of human-non-human combinations … they can only be treated as humans. That includes healing.”

				“But that’s not fair! They’re halfings. They deserve the benefits of both sides.”

				He leaned closer to me. “I know, Mackenzie. I know. It’s taken a hundred years to get to this point and, in doing so, I had to give up both my daughters and my wife. Human, non-human or a mix, we all deserve what our heritage brings.”

				“How am I supposed to be the answer to fixing this?” I asked.

				He shook his head. “I don’t know.” A sigh passed his lips. “And I wish I did know, so I could sit here and tell you. But I agreed to only watch from the sidelines. When I found out Zoe was in the wreck … well … I couldn’t do it, anymore. I felt like I’d given up way too early and didn’t want to lose what little time I had left with you. I had to know you’d be okay even if you had no idea who I was.” He beat a fist on the table. “I’m sorry, Mackenzie.”

				“Call me, Mac. Please.”

				He straightened and faced me. “Mac. I’m sorry. For everything. For not being here for you, or Zoe especially. When your dad told me, I knew I had to do something.”

				“Your father told me,” I whispered under my breath.

				“What?” Winn and my dad said.

				I snapped up. “Um … there was a woman in the hospital … she … came to visit Zoe, and I asked her how she found out about Zoe, and she said ‘your father told me’. I thought she meant Bernie. But Bernie told you, and you told my mom.” The puzzle pieces began sliding together. “How can you communicate with my mother?” I stared right at my dad. “How did you tell her? How do you talk to her? I want to know how I can—”

				“You can’t.”

				“But, you can!” My voice went up a notch. “Zoe could! Why can’t I?”

				“Mac …” Winn’s tone said ‘calm down’.

				Rory opened his hands as if I should put mine inside them. “Macken—Mac, listen. When I agreed to this, your mother gave me one gift—to be able to communicate with her with thought.”

				“So tell her I need her here. Tell her … to come back. To screw the in-between because it doesn’t matter anymore. Zoe’s dead! And I don’t even know if she made it!”

				“Mac.” Winn hissed my name.

				“Made what?” Doc-man asked.

				“Where Mom is. I sent Zoe there. She should be here. Here with me. Both of them. But I don’t even know if Zoe made it. She died seconds after I finished.”

				“Mackenzie,” Rory’s soft tone snapped me from my building exasperation. “I promise I’ll ask her, but she can’t come back. Not until you’ve made your choice.”

				But she did return. Heaving breaths left me, and I forced them to slow. “What would … what would happen to her if she just came back, anyway?”

				“I—I don’t know. I just know what we agreed to, and our ability to communicate has allowed me to stay away from you. It was insanely difficult for me to not tell Zoe who I was.”

				“Another part of the deal?” I waved him off and faced the counter. Of all people for me to see, Maddie and Ridge stood at the cash register. I broke from the chair to go after them, but Winn hauled me back.

				“You can’t keep going after Maddie just because you’re mad,” he said.

				“What’s she done, Mac?” therapy-man said. “Tell me.”

				“She’s trying to take the one thing I do have.” I patted my chest just above my heart.

				“And how do you know that?”

				“I—” My jaw dropped open. Feeling? Fact? Emotions? Actions? Suze hadn’t found anything concrete, but as Caroline said, I knew. “I just do, and I’m tired of having everything I love stolen from me.”

				Winn tugged me back against him. “You’re not losing me. Ever. I’ll let Felix bite me, first.”
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				Winn

				“Did you mean what you said at the coffee shop last week?” Mac asked.

				We sat on her red chair in her living room, our butts squished together in the space-made-for-one.

				“What did I say?” I had an idea about what she meant, but figured I should let her tell me.

				“When we were with Ror—my—Doc … dad-guy, you know.” She’d been going back and forth on what to call him. Zoe’s therapist, who I’d started calling Rory, told me that her inability to settle on a name came from an inner fear of finding herself alone again—even in the midst of the dozens who were always around.

				“Tell me.” I’d also learned, not from Rory, that if I got Mac talking, she’d spill like a teapot of hot water.

				We’d both spent the week going back and forth from school to his office. His offer of counseling had turned into a regular opportunity for Mac to get to know him. If I were honest, I’d have to say it helped me, too. Coping with my sister’s death had come faster with his regular visits because he knew her, and he could talk to me about her, from both a therapist and a dad’s perspective.

				“The comment about Felix,” Mac finally said. “Did you mean it?”

				“Oh. Yeah. I did.” I tugged her closer.

				“Why?” She shifted in the seat, turning to me. “Why would you give up who you are? What you are?”

				Dad had once told me if I did anything, I should do it for me, not for anyone else. At that moment, though, I knew the answer wanting to be said would be because of Mac. “I don’t want to lose knowing you. I can’t be a guardian. I can’t keep my memories. There has to be another way. And that seems like the only one.”

				She sighed and leaned her forehead against mine, entangling our legs even more. “Winn?”

				Why did she always say my name when she had something major to tell me? “Yeah?”

				“I want you to promise me something.”

				Uh-oh.

				“Whatever you do, don’t come to my side of the world. Don’t convert, if that’s the term Cleo and Robin really are using to hide their guys. Don’t let Felix bite you. I really—just—don’t, okay? You’re too important, and I just don’t want that.”

				My heart thudded hard against my rib cage. If I didn’t, she’d sealed our fate. “But what about … us?”

				“Do you know what was one of the hardest things for me with Zoe’s death?”

				“No, what?”

				“Seeing her in the hospital and knowing that was the last picture I’d have of her in my head.” Mac snuggled against my shoulder. “I almost hate that that’s the last way I saw her. If I hadn’t, I’d be able to remember her with her crazy T-shirts, big eyes like a little puppy dog following you … then me … around. You know? I miss …” Her voice hitched. “I miss that. The seeing her like she was, instead of seeing her in that last way.”

				“But that won’t happen to me—”

				She touched my lips with her finger. “It could. Not everyone survives a vampire bite. Not everyone survives … period. And I want to … when I have to … I want to walk away from us knowing we were just like this.”

				“Did Rory do this? Did he push—”

				“He didn’t make me think any of this. He helped me understand some … stuff.” She righted herself so our gazes locked. “You know how I used to say I hated humans?”

				I breathed out a laugh. “Uh … no, just that it was your motto. Your ‘word of the day’, I think.”

				She slapped at my chest. “Yeah, okay, so I get why now. Something about not wanting to get close because that would mess me up as much as getting close to non-humans. And … he was telling me that another thing the Council did, to ensure they didn’t manipulate me at all, was to prevent any of them from pitching their human or non-human philosophies at me. So Suze was right. Like … Felix was bleeding from his nose, Raven got sick, and even Alina got all flooey because they decided not to hold back. The Council couldn’t control what humans told me or expected of me, but they could help make me hate them by acting like they hated them, too.”

				“I think you like getting all these answers, finally,” I said.

				“Wouldn’t you?”

				I nodded.

				“Okay, so promise me, Winn. Promise me that this is us forever and ever and ever.”

				“You’re serious? You really want us to end?”

				She shook her head. “No. But since it has to happen, I want to remember you like this, even though I probably won’t remember this, either. I just want to think I’ll remember it. If that makes sense.” Her lips brushed mine as her hands snaked behind my head. “Nothing more than that.” She touched each side of my lips, sending zings of instantaneous stimulation to my groin.

				“Uh, Mac?” 

				She lifted her lips but didn’t remove her arms. 

				“This is going somewhere it shouldn’t right now.”

				“Oh. Yeah? You sure?”

				I laughed against her lips again. “Yeah, but … about that. You know … if we’re never … going to …” She continued on with her kisses. “If we’re not going to be together after, what do we … do about this?”

				“Maybe we just go for it. You know, life is short.”

				“Mine may be, but yours isn’t.” As soon as I said it, I regretted it.

				Mac jerked back from me. On a heave of air, we returned to our previous forehead to forehead position. “This sucks, you know?” she said.

				“What does?”

				“Everything depends on my decision.”

				“Well … it kinda is a big one. But, hey … I have another situation to ask you about.” I clamped her hands between mine and nudged her away so I could look into her eyes.

				“What? What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing. But … well … Zoe wanted to go to the prom, and I didn’t ask you because I thought that might be too much, but—”

				“You want to go for her.” Mac’s lips grew into a grin. “Promise me you won’t do anything to cross over to my side of the line. No vampires. No magic. No in-between. You just let me do what I need to do and if that means you fade into the deep recesses of my memory, you do.”

				“But—”

				“And I’ll even wear a dress.”

				Sighing, I said, “You realize it’s in less than two weeks, right? Can you get a dress and … all that?”

				She growled at me. “Promise first, Winn.”

				I held up my hand like a Boy Scout. “I promise.”

				Her entire expression changed from growing solemnity to wide, bright eyes. “Dude, do you know who my mom is? Not my real mom, but my mom-mom, right? Alina’s been planning this day for eighteen years. I’ll just have to let her have her moment. She’s had a dress made for—”

				The clapping from the kitchen told me Alina’d heard the important part of our conversation, if not the whole thing. “Fifteen years!” Alina’s voice carried from the back of the house.

				Mac and I both laughed.

				“See? Told ya,” Mac said.

				“There will be cameras, you know. And … other people”

				“Yeah, yeah. But none of them will have the kick-ass dress Alina’s got up her fairy sleeve.”

				I chuckled, realizing, even after two weeks, life had begun to return to normal. A new normal. One without my sister, but one I could experience for a little while longer.

				• • •

				“If I live to be a hundred, I will never, ever, ever understand women.”

				I’d repeated my motto on the drive home from Mac’s, as I walked into my house, as I shut my door, and as I lay in bed and fell asleep.

				As the sun rose to its noon-ish hour, filling my room with light, I still said those words from the confines of my bed. Mac never ceased to surprise me. Never.

				She’d agreed to go to the prom. To wear a dress. She’d made me promise to forget her at the same time.

				I wanted to go find a daisy and sit like Zoe used to do out on our deck, pulling each petal off and alternating my words from, ‘She loves me’ to ‘She loves me not’. I saw Mac’s point, but I wanted time beyond July fourth. Everybody else would remember Mac, and probably me, just not me-myself-and-I.

				The garage door opened and closed down below, a sure sign my dad had returned from his trip. He’d delayed all his work because of Zoe’s death, but two days after the funeral, he asked me if he could go. I’d pushed him out the door. That had been the first of five trips in less than the space of two weeks.

				Rory had told me to keep an eye out for my dad, to make sure he had work to do. That keeping busy in the normal activities of life would help speed the healing process. Each time he returned home, he seemed sad, but okay.

				He also told me to expect the mood swings Mac had with the idea they could last for weeks or months.

				I stayed in bed, listening to the sound of his footsteps as he moved around the first floor. Thuds to the left meant office. Shuffles to the right meant kitchen. I could track him throughout the spaces unless he went into the basement. I’d done the same with Zoe, listening as she rose, went downstairs and out the front door, often forgetting to close it and returning ten or fifteen seconds later and doing so.

				With a groan, I rolled out of my covers, threw on some jeans and a T-shirt and sought out my dad. Normalcy meant saying ‘hello’, and normalcy meant being a family. Even a smaller one.

				Cabinets opened and closed. The fridge did, too.

				I slid my way across the hardwoods and into the kitchen. “You aren’t my dad.”

				Josie held an apple in one hand, a glass of water in another. Jeans covered long legs but not bare feet, and a red T-shirt clung to her upper torso.

				Not any red T-shirt.

				My dad’s Coke T-shirt that he’d gotten for Christmas from Zoe two years before.

				With an involuntary motion, my finger raised and pointed at her.

				“I can explain.” She reached out with the apple and glass.

				“What’s there to explain?” My dad walked in from the back room. His eyebrows winged up and lowered. “Oh.” A hand ran over his head. “I thought you were at Mac’s.”

				He thought I was at Mac’s? Duh, Winn, he just said that.

				That same finger went from Josie to my dad and back to Josie. Dad had said they had something but not a serious something.

				“Winn …” she started.

				“You told me that humans and non-humans could not be together.” That went to Josie. “I already know the last part is a big frickin’ lie? Why would you lie to me? It’s only Mac you have to lie to.”

				The quick intake of air came from Josie. She motioned toward the table where I presumed she wanted to sit. I decided to comply, figuring if we did, maybe—maybe—I’d get some more answers. Not the systematic, metaphoric, analogous, circle of junk they tried to pawn off on me months before.

				Chairs squealed as we pulled them out from under the table, me on one side, Josie and Dad on the other.

				Dad turned to Josie and back to me. “I—”

				“No lies, Dad. I’ve really had enough of them.”

				He whipped back to me. “Remember who you’re talking to, Winford.” His tone turned deep and serious.

				My chest heaved with building anger and resentment. “Remember what I’ve been through because of it all, too. And now, my non-human sister is dead. I’ve had a little too much placation and pleasantries.”

				Dad’s shoulder slumped. He dropped his head to his hands on the table, Josie’s palm landing on his back and rubbing. “I’m so sorry, Winn,” he said. “I know, and none of this is your fault.”

				“Then, answer my questions. Just tell me already, instead of playing games. I’m not going to remember any of it in six weeks, anyway, but I deserve to know now.”

				With a pat of his hand, Josie took over. “He is right, Bernie. Acceptance of our kind is one of the many reasons my sister fell in love with you, and the laws were the reason she chose to give herself up.” She turned back to me. “After her death, I encouraged your father to become a Guardian because I thought it might give him some clarity on your mother’s life and allow him to … maybe, heal?” Josie entwined her hands with his on the table. “I am very sorry you have had to experience our kind this way, Winn. You will recall your grandfather was a bit of a catalyst in your family’s introduction to us, correct?”

				“Yes,” I said.

				“And he was a brilliant man, but sometimes, genius does not bode well for the human psyche.”

				She could say that again ten times really fast, and I’d still understand it. “What does he have to do with you?”

				Josie’s lips curved up. “Let us just say that some minds can accept what should not be accepted. Your link to our kind runs strong, all the way back to him. And he to us. To my sister. To me.”

				Dad coughed into his fist. “There’s a law, a rule, a requirement in the non-human world, Winn.”

				“The whole food, fun, blah blah blah gig Mac likes to spout off?” I asked. “I know all about it. And how it’s not really in effect anymore, and how the Council has to keep ‘mum’ in her presence or ‘grave’ things will happen.” I wiggled my hands in the air. “I know about Rory. I know he’s Mac’s dad.” I kept my eyes on Josie as I spouted off all my knowledge. “I know Mac has to give me up, and I know she’s going to. I’ve even promised not to ask to become one of you. So, been there, done that. Back to you … two. You once said to me that there was a Council member who didn’t have someone. Is that you?”

				She nodded. “Yes, Winn. It was. It is.”

				“Then, why? Why all the covert ops—Mac’s words, not mine. For how long? Since Mom died?” For a moment I wanted to gag. Had my dad moved on that fast?

				“No, no,” Josie said. “Only about two years ago. It seems my family, too, is prone to acceptance of other kinds. My sister risked her life for love, as you know. But our world, Winn, is at a point where we must embrace change.” She clasped her hands around my dad’s. “Most of our kind can secure love across the divide now, but until Mackenzie makes her choice … we are in a period of uncertainty. I want to be able to let the important people know that I love your father.”

				Dad turned to her as if shocked by her words.

				Josie turned to my dad. “Some want the law reinstated. To prevent more of your kind in the lives of the Council and in the lives of our people.”

				“But … I thought the deal Raven made was so that law couldn’t be reinstated.”

				Josie splayed her hands on the table. “It was. But as you know, the Council can overrule anything.” With a small tap of her finger, she said, “Mackenzie, though, will be the final solution to all our … shall we say … issues.”

				“How is she going to be that?”

				“What she chooses, how she chooses, and what she decides to do with you, will bind the law permanently. One way or the other.”

				“What does she have to do, then, to make it so we can still … be a part of each other’s lives?”

				“In that, I cannot say … even to you. In that, her choice alone determines our future.”
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				Winn

				Standing in front of my bathroom mirror, I worked to tie the stupid bowtie I’d accidentally untied after Josie fixed it for me. Every loop and pull added to my already-constant frustration. Two more loops and I had one side far larger than the other. I yanked it free and cursed under my breath, starting again.

				Two weeks before, Josie had told me that Mac’s decision—her choice of what to be—would determine the fate of all human-non-human relationships. Again. I should have expected Mac to be some prophetic girl given how even her life as a Changeling hadn’t been normal.

				I smiled at myself as I recalled the first time she spoke to me as a person and not some geeky nerd she had to deal with in school, and cringed as I managed the tie, though it went vertical and would not lay horizontal.

				My dad’s footsteps sounded behind me. “Why didn’t you leave that tied?” he asked.

				“It was an accident.” I turned as I answered.

				Dad chuckled. “Let me help. I’ve had to don these a time, or two.” He moved to my neck, undid the mess I’d created and restarted. “I thought bowties on tuxes were out of style.”

				“Do you really think I care about style? I told Mac I’d get a tux, and I did.”

				Dad’s lips curved up as he worked at the knot. “I quite like it. They are very distinguished. Dapper, even.”

				“Geez, Dad. You better stop now, or Mac’s gonna hate this getup.”

				He yanked once and made my head wobble. “I don’t think so. And … I was once told, by a very beautiful woman, that after the formal photos, if you take off said bowtie and let it hang on both sides of your neck, it’s incredibly sexy.”

				Oh. God. Stop conversation before it goes farther. “Uh … okay.”

				His hands landed on my shoulders and brushed once. “I think you’re good to go.”

				Back facing the mirror, I had to agree; he’d tied it perfectly. “Thanks.” I moved out of his way and grabbed the flowers Caroline told me to get. The very ones Mac apparently told her to tell me to get her because they were the opposite of what Maddie apparently ordered for herself.

				Of course, Ridge and I had shown up at the florist at the same time. I left him alone, and he did the same. We both walked out with flowers in a plastic box. End of story. Except that I’d heard through the hallway gossip loop, which came through Caroline exclusively, that Ridge had agreed to go to the prom with Maddie.

				Dad stood in the doorway as I headed for it. “You’re all set for tonight, then?”

				I cocked my head at him. “Yes. As you know.” I jiggled my keys, shook the flower box and pointed to my tie. “A plus B plus C. I think I’m golden.”

				He nodded. “What about—”

				Oh, no. I held up my hand, keys hanging from my thumb. “I’m good—we’re good. Not going there.”

				“Right.” He nodded again, hopefully understanding the conversation we’d not really had. “So, tomorrow, then, right? You’re staying at Macs?”

				“Yeah. Caroline and Pete are going there, too. We should be back by one, or two, and I’ll probably be home sometime Sunday morning.”

				“Be smart, Winn.”

				My brow tweaked a little. “I always have been.”

				“I know. There’s just a first for everything.”

				I waved the flower box at him and passed, heading down the stairs and stopping at the bottom. When I turned back, he stood at the top. “We’re going for Zoe, you know.”

				His lips thinned, clenching his jaw.

				It hurt to think that my sister would never go to the prom she’d been dying to attend.

				“She’ll appreciate that a lot, I think.”

				Dad moved off to the side and disappeared, and I walked into the early evening sun, prepared to meet my girlfriend.

				In a dress.

				

				Mac

				“No, no, no! Stop touching it!” Caroline yelled at me for the thousandth time as I reached for my hair.

				“But it’s tickling me.”

				She rolled her eyes in an overdramatic fashion. “Mac, come on. It’s gorgeous. What I’d give to have hair like you.”

				I turned to the mirror again, ready to pick at it more, but forced my hand down and away to prevent Caroline’s annoying verbal slaps. On any other girl, I’d have thought it awesome, too. On me, I didn’t care that much. I’d left it all to Alina, who’d scooped up all my hair and twisted it in a great big knot-thing at the back of my head. She’d pulled down straight strands all around that, as I told Caroline, tickled my neck, my exposed chest and my back.

				Caroline took the spot next to me, facing the mirror. “This is it, you know. The last big dance.”

				“You’ve been to others?” I wouldn’t have known as I’d never attended a single dance, just heard the stories after the fact.

				“Just one in the eighth grade. That doesn’t count. This is big. Of course, you’re going to tee-off everyone with that dress because of how gorgeous it is. Where’d your mom get it again?”

				I’d worn red at Valentine’s Day and, for some reason, Alina thought the color suited me. She’d made, found or created, I didn’t really know, a red, satin, silk or something, dress that ducked down into a ridiculous V between my knorks, as Suze had once referred to my boobs. It went the same way down my back, stuck to my skin like tape all the way to my hips and flared a little until it reached the ground.

				Alina made me practice for a week in the shoes. The silver heels put me up higher by at least two inches. I expected, when I stood next to Winn, we’d see everything at the same level.

				“Have you sat in that sucker yet?” I asked Caroline, pointing to her fully sequined blue mermaid dress. I couldn’t call it anything else since she could barely spread her legs apart to walk.

				“No, and I’m not going to. I saved every bit of my allowance to buy this dress, and I am not going to waste one minute of showing it off.” She wiggled her hips, little tendrils of hair falling from her clasp.

				“You look like a real girl tonight with your contacts instead of glasses.”

				She backhanded my shoulder. “I always look like a girl.”

				“Yeah, but I mean a real one. Like, not just a smarty pants.”

				She snorted at me—an expression I realized she took from me. At the same time, her head drooped. “I miss Maddie, you know.”

				“Sorry, you’re stuck with me.”

				Caroline’s head whipped around. “I didn’t mean it like that.” One hand gripped my bicep.

				I peeled it off banana-style. “I know.”

				She turned away and wrapped her arms around herself. “This was something we talked about as kids. Like, when we were little, we planned every dance at every year right through to our weddings.”

				I wouldn’t really say I understood since I couldn’t have cared less. Having lost Zoe, though, I figured Maddie’s disappearance from Caroline’s life hurt. “She’s going tonight, right? I thought Winn said he heard she and Ridge were … you know …”

				Caroline spun to me, wobbling on giant heels. She grabbed the side of my wardrobe, righting herself. “Yeah, can you believe it? She hated that guy—I mean hated him—with passion.” Caroline made a first in the air. “Didn’t want anything to do with him with Senior projects, and now they seem … inseparable.” A small laugh left her. “I still can’t believe you yelled at her at Zoe’s funeral.”

				I cringed. “I had a moment.”

				“Yeah, you did.” She waved at me. “It was an emotional day. Anyway … tonight’s going to be so much fun.” With the soft chime of the doorbell through my house, Caroline’s eyes went from concerned to excited. “They’re here.” She shook her hands in the air and took off out of my room, as fast as two mostly-stuck-together feet could move.

				“Ooh. Goodie,” I said and followed.

				Walking down the stairs took more effort than it should have, but seeing Winn in his tux made me falter. Him in black made me want to jump him. Him in a tux made me want way more than I should have.

				“Wow,” Pete said, and Caroline giggled as he put her corsage on her arm. She’d gone all girly the moment I told her Winn and I had decided to go to the prom.

				“Whoa.” Winn’s gaze met mine and stayed with me as I continued down and reached the final step. He held out a hand as if I were some royal princess and needed his help to get down the stairs. “You’re gorgeous, Mac.”

				“And I wasn’t before?” At his surprised-look, I punched him in the arm. “Kidding. Thanks.”

				He held out the flower—the one Alina told me to tell Caroline to tell him to buy. One white orchid on a single silver strand that would loop around and up my arm.

				“How the he—”

				“Heck,” Caroline said.

				“How do I put that on?”

				“I’ll help.” Alina floated toward us, and a flash of light burst through the foyer.

				“Whoa! No photos!” I said.

				“Yes, photos!” Caroline grabbed my hand, slid hers behind me and said, “Smile, Mac!” At the same time, she pinched my side, in just the spot that made me laugh, and Alina gave me more spots in my eyes with another picture.

				She wrapped the camera strap around her wrist and took the flower from Winn. In two quick moves, she tied the flower on me. “There.”

				With the silver strings going up my arm, the flower almost seemed appropriate. “Thanks,” I said.

				Alina leaned to my ear. “You are beautiful, Mackenzie. Lucas has promised to stay away tonight to ensure your friends are safe.” She pulled back but held me at arm’s length. “But he did want a photograph.” A tear built at the corner of her eye.

				“Awe, your mom’s getting all weepy,” Caroline said.

				Alina glided toward Caroline and laid a kiss on one cheek. “And you are beyond beautiful, Miss Caroline.”

				The blush rose through her cheeks. “Thanks.” Her smile bloomed again and stayed.

				“So … are we ready? Limo’s waiting,” Winn said.

				“I am if you are,” I said.

				He faced me for a second, unreadable expression in his eyes. “You already know I am.”

				No way did he just mean the prom.

				• • •

				“Disco? Seventies disco?” I asked as we stepped into a psychedelic room in a swath of colors, with at least three hundred other impeccably dressed teenagers.

				“Yeah,” Caroline said. “That was the theme voted on by the senior class. You did vote, right?”

				I scratched at my ear. “Um …”

				“Well, then, you have no say.” She winked right before she and Pete walked away toward a big group of guys in tuxes and girls in a variety of colorful dresses.

				“My dad wants a formal photo.” Winn tugged me in the opposite direction.

				“Do we have to?” Even I realized my question came out a whine.

				Winn laughed. “Yes. For him. For Zoe.”

				With a head roll, I made my way to the massive line of couples all hanging onto one another. “We’re going to be here forever, you know.”

				He slipped his hand behind my back and pulled me up against him.

				With some unnatural instinct, my hands went to his chest as if to push him away but, instead, I grabbed the lapels of his jacket and pulled him in, offering him a long, deep kiss.

				“Ahem,” a voice said from behind Winn.

				We separated—or our lips did.

				Mr. C stood there, one eyebrow up. “That’s better.” He walked away as nonchalant as ever.

				“There are rooms for that.” The voice, the one that grated on my every last nerve, came right behind Winn.

				We both turned. “What do you want, Ridge?” Winn and I asked at the same time.

				Ridge crooked a smile at me. “What’re you … twins? Separated at birth? Do you suck each other’s thumbs, too?” He laughed as his groupies joined him.

				“And you need an entourage to go anywhere?” I craned my neck around Winn. “Where’s Maddie? She dump you already? Can’t keep a smart one for more than a day?”

				Winn stepped between Ridge and me. “Just leave, man.”

				“I have as much right to be here as you. In fact, I’m just holding this spot for when Maddie comes back from the restroom. She had to powder her nose, or some shit.”

				A shiver went up my spine.

				Ridge moved right behind us as two other Seniors, Amie and Sophie, showed up and linked their arms with Joe and John. “Where’s Maddie?” Ridge asked.

				Amie rolled her overly-blue-eye-shadow-painted eyes. “She told us to go on without her.” Those same eyes turned toward me but changed from annoyed to friendly. “Hi, Mac.” She gave me a little wave. “Love the dress.”

				“Thanks,” I said.

				“I agree,” Sophie said. “That color is rockin’.”

				My own smile won over the constant frown Ridge brought out.

				“So … Mac. I heard about your sister. Really sorry.” Sophie touched a hand to my arm. “I lost my grandma last year, and she was really special. I know it’s not the same, but just wanted to tell you.”

				Emotion caught in my throat and forced me to nod instead of talk.

				“Enough of that crap.” Ridge spun around, rising up as if searching for Maddie. “Where is she? Why does it take you so long in the bathroom?” He directed that question toward Amie and Sophie.

				“Get a grip, asshole.” Amie took Sophie by the arm and led her away. With a sheepish expression, Joe and John followed.

				Ridge’s lips formed a circle, looking on the verge of releasing an expletive, when Maddie appeared from around the corner. Her silver shimmer of a dress floated along the floor, blue satin pumps peeking out with each step. Her hair had been put up with tendrils falling all around.

				‘Ice queen’ came to mind, but since I’d promised Caroline, and I didn’t want to lower my standards to Ridge’s level, I didn’t say it out loud.

				“Mac. Winn.” Maddie clipped her shoe-matching blue bag shut and slid her arm through Ridge’s bent one. “You’re looking lovely. The both of you.” She smiled, a grin that didn’t take her lips all the way up like when she’d been nice to me.

				“You, too, Maddie. Nice dress.”

				The smirky-grin remained. “Thanks.”

				For some reason, I didn’t want to turn around and face the front. Not with Maddie right behind me. Backstabbing friends didn’t need the perfect target within their grasp.

				The four of us stood there, frozen in line, obviously not wanting to move out of each other’s peripheral vision. Winn and I backed up. Maddie and Ridge moved forward. Step. Step. Step. Step. We’d smile in that polite ‘I-know-you-hate-this’ way and keep moving.

				When we reached the front, Winn and I zipped our way to the disco-infused photographer’s setup, complete with black and white checkered floor and an array of silver and gold balloons, and turned toward each other. Our hands placed, we faced the camera and gave the fakest smiles ever until Mr. picture-taker-extraordinaire, who couldn’t have been any older than us, waved us off his set.

				“Crisis averted,” I said when out of Maddie’s range.

				“What?” Winn asked.

				“Back there. With … her.”

				“What about … her?”

				“Come on, Winn. She’s up to something.”

				We sat at a table by ourselves, away from the crowd. “She is not, Mac. She’s just being nice.”

				“Tell me Ridge isn’t up to something.”

				Winn’s mouth opened and closed.

				“See?” I asked. “See?” I poked him in the shoulder. “If you think Ridge is up to something, then I can think Maddie is up to something. The question is what?”

				“The question is, will you dance? Not what,” Winn said.

				“Dance? Wait. You mean, I have to actually dance? But I got dressed up!”

				Winn stood and held out a hand. “All the more reason to dance with me.”

				Staring out into the sea of bodies, not only did I not want to dance, I didn’t want to dance around them. Let alone near them. By them. In the same room as them. “Isn’t it enough that I have this thing on, which, if Alina didn’t tape to my boobs, would be one mega wardrobe malfunction?”

				He chuckled. I frowned.

				“Remember the other party? Where Ridge somehow sent an electricity ball into my middle, and we never got to dance?” Winn asked.

				I tapped my shoe on the floor. “That could happen again. And you didn’t want to dance then. We were just people watching.”

				“Come on, Mac. One dance.”

				I pointed out toward the jostling crowd. “Not like that.” Of course as soon as I said it, the DJ announced a change in tempo.

				Winn laughed as he took my hand and pulled me to a stand. “Just one. Maybe two. You and me. It could be our last time.”
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				Winn

				I didn’t know of a better way to dance with Mac than to sway, our hips against each other, her arms around my neck, mine at her waist. We did nothing but move back and forth, spinning just a tiny bit with each movement so our perspectives and view changed a little.

				We talked. We kissed. I wondered if she could tell just how much she affected me in certain key areas. Rather than reach down and make adjustments, I dealt with it, waiting for the moment I could duck away from her.

				One song led to a second. It seemed the DJ made a set of ballads, so our first dance didn’t also come as our last.

				Mac smiled. She laughed. She kissed me back. She made me love her. I had no choice.

				Around us, others did the same, bodies way too close, lips closer, rocking back and forth, side to side, the music a slow cadence of love-infused intimacy.

				As song number three came to a close, the DJ announced the next set would ‘take it up a notch’ and, at the first loud twang of a bass guitar from a classic rock song like the ones my dad played, Mac and I separated, racing back to our table before the rest of the crowd took over all the good spots.

				I hadn’t expected so many of ‘my kind’ of people to show up. Just like at the party Mac had thrown, the chess club, math club, glee club—members from all of them wore tuxes or dresses. None of them had the beauty Mac did, though. Not even Maddie.

				Mac and I held hands under the table as I surveyed the dancers, and she speculated on Maddie. She and Ridge held center-stage for a while, dancing with their bodies sliding up and down each other. Mr. C even went so far as to tap Ridge on the shoulder and said something I couldn’t hear.

				Hips continued bumping and grinding as the song suggested they should. Shouts and cat calls came from the more outgoing and probably drunk-despite-their-age people. Caroline and Pete walked by, giving us each a small wave. Other friends did the same, several suggesting we get out with the crowd and show off what we could do.

				Our standard answer remained, “you first,” to which they’d smile and walk away.

				“This is almost getting boring.” Mac sipped on punch Caroline brought over. Mac had sniffed it first, even going so far as to shift into a witch for a moment to make sure the punch didn’t have any extras inside it. Luckily, the body-change came more as a mental one than anything physical. I even suggested she stay in it because I knew she’d prefer to be ‘something supernatural’, but she’d said ‘no’, she wanted to be human. For me.

				We watched in sweet silence for at least fifteen minutes until the DJ called out yet another couples dance and asked everyone to find a spot on the dance floor.

				I looked to Mac. She turned to me. At the same time, we rose and made our way to the closest corner of the tiled square that took up eighty percent of the room.

				Hands on hips. Hand around neck. Hips attached. Our positioning reconnected as if made to be there. Her fingers played at the back of my neck not helping the growing appendage I’d managed to resettle before. The song carried on, taking us around, one step at a time as Mac’s stomach grumbled.

				We both laughed though her sound didn’t hit me as normal.

				Beat.

				Step.

				Another rumble.

				Beat.

				Step.

				Mac stiffened.

				“What?”

				She didn’t move. The brief sound of a sniff had my eyes darting toward her nose.

				“What do you smell?”

				“A rat.” Mac jerked free of my arms and ran back toward the table where we’d sat.

				I raced after her, bumping into a few slow-dancing couples and apologizing on my way. She kept going, past the table, around toward the food and to the punch bowl.

				She wobbled, the cup in her hand sloshing liquid and steaming on contact with her skin. “Whoa.”

				I grabbed her by the waist and held tight as her eyes closed for a moment.

				“Mac—”

				She spun from my hold and swayed, one hand on the table. “It’s …” Her eyes focused and unfocused, blinking over and over. She waved at me before her entire body slumped forward in my arms.

				Oh. God.

				Across the room, Maddie smiled and gave me a little wave.

				No, this is just coincidence. Maddie didn’t do this. Mac didn’t smell anything!

				Call for Suze. I’d been given permission to call him, and he to pop in, but that would bring a three-hundred pound demon into a room full of gyrating, probably horny, and very interested teenagers. Instead, I dragged Mac through the closest door and right into the convention center’s kitchen.

				“Whoa, kid, you gotta—” One of the guys in a white coat held up a hand. “She okay?”

				“No. I just need a chair or a couch, or something.”

				“We got nothin’ in here.”

				“Floor it is, then. Sorry, Mac.” I laid her down and knelt, keeping her head in my lap. Slipping a hand into my jacket pocket, I found my cell phone and pressed ‘1’.

				“Hello?” Alina answered on the first ring.

				“Hi.” Music poured in from the door as it opened and closed with crew bringing out food and more punch. “Mac’s been … um … Mac’s …” How do I say it without all the people in the kitchen wondering more than they already do? “Alina, just get Suze here without an explosion of light. Far back corner of the room. Kitchen door.”

				“I’m on my way.” She clicked off as the door opened yet again.

				“Everything alright?” Maddie asked, her bag clutched between two fingers. “I saw you guys going this way, and it looked like Mac was sick.”

				“Does it look like it’s all right?” I asked. And how did she see Mac from the front of the room?

				She leaned down toward Mac, her chest and cleavage positioned so my eyes could do nothing but look. “Did she drink something? Eat something? Is she … dying?”

				I narrowed my eyes. Why would she ask if Mac is dying? “I don’t know. I think she just fainted. Her mom’s on the way—”

				“No! I mean, I can get a teacher … or something.”

				Maddie never played dumb well, and at that moment, Mac’s incessant belief that Maddie had planned something wormed its way into my head.

				“It’s okay, really,” I said. “She’s still breathing.”

				The door swung open again, Suze ducking his head through. At least, dressed in a tux, his massiveness didn’t stand out as much as usual. “What happened?” He leaned down, picking up Mac in both hands.

				“Not sure. She drank something and passed out,” I said as I stood.

				Maddie turned from me to Suze and back again.

				“I’m going to take her out the back door and … out.” Suze gave me a wink when Maddie turned back to me. “Meet me at … the doc’s.”

				I wanted to ask ‘and by doc you mean Alina’s’? but with Maddie there, I couldn’t give anything away, so I went with, “Okay.”

				Suze carried Mac’s draped form on his arms through the kitchen. I assumed, once he found a safe, private spot, he’d do his magic-flash and be gone with her.

				“You want to dance, Winn?” Maddie asked.

				I narrowed my eyes at her. “Are you kidding? My girlfriend just passed out.” And I want to take a sample of that drink to Alina. “I’m going with her.”

				Maddie grabbed my wrist as I pushed through the doors into the overwhelmingly noisy dance hall. “Please, Winn? Just one? I’m sure she’ll be okay.”

				“How, Maddie? How can you be sure? Don’t you know I just lost my sister? Do you really think I’m going to stay here and dance with you when, for all I know, something really bad is happening?”

				She didn’t let go. “What if I could promise you she’d be fine?”

				Geez. Mac was right. “What do you mean?” I made sure to give her my mad-angry-confused face complete with eyebrows drawn together, but I wanted to know more about what she meant to do and I knew Mac would want me to find out.

				“I just mean … well … can you keep a secret?” She pressed in closer to me.

				You have no idea. “Yes,” I said.

				“Ridge knows a guy who can do magic, and he slipped some into Mac’s drink because he wanted her to go out with him. I guess it backfired … you know, she fell asleep instead of went crawling all over him.”

				I wanted to roll my eyes at the absurdity. “That’s ridiculous, Maddie.”

				“No, it’s true! I promise.”

				“Then, why isn’t everyone else falling all over themselves or onto Ridge? And your boyfriend is out there dancing with Kellie Monroe.”

				Maddie spun, her fists clenched at her side. “I don’t know, Winn,” she said, facing me again. “And he’s not my boyfriend. I’ve just been doing what you all told me to do and making the best of my situation. Have since the moment we got paired up for that stupid project.” Tears welled in her eyes. “That’s just what he told me. He’s made me do all these things for him. Like lie and cheat, and stuff I don’t want to do. He’s horrible, Winn. Evil.”

				My heart softened. “Then, why didn’t you say something? To me? To Caroline? To a teacher? Your mom? God, Maddie, your Mom’s—” a goblin and known to play tricks. “I gotta go.”

				“One dance, Winn. Please!”

				With a shake of my head, I raced for the exit.

				• • •

				Cool night air hit my cheeks as I pressed to unlock my car that my dad had brought and left for us in the parking garage.

				I never saw the hand that wrapped around my mouth or pulled me backward away from the door, but as my legs went numb and my head loopy, everything else around me went black.

				

				Mac

				The throbbing in my head didn’t stop as I rolled over. With a push up, nausea roiled my stomach. My head lurched as my body pitched forward and everything that had once been in my stomach hurled its way to the floor—or somewhere outside of me—to some location I couldn’t see.

				“Oh, darling. Let it out.” Alina’s soft voice crooned.

				I swiped a hand across my lips, something sticky and solid running across it. The idea that I’d just rubbed vomit on my own skin made me spew more.

				“Oh, god. I am so gonna die.”

				“No, you aren’t. But this was the safest way to ensure that.”

				Shaking my head produced a nausea-inducing tilt to my body and yet another purging of my stomach contents. “Please just let me die.”

				

				

				Winn

				Several rapid blinks left me dazed and confused. A turn to my right and the rubber and wheel of a car didn’t help me understand. Shifting to my left, another round black tire came into view. Am I on the ground? I reached forward, my hands dropping to a cold cement floor. How did I get on the ground? With a push up, I sat.

				Between two cars.

				Shaking my head to get the hamster wheel going again produced only a vague memory. Did I head out to a car to get something? Did I mean to drive? If so, where are my keys? Clenching my hand produced nothing. It didn’t make sense. A glance down and I realized I wore a tux.

				A tux!

				A tux.

				A tux?

				With a check over my shoulder, mostly to see if I had an audience, I stood. Cars filled the parking lot. I recognized none of them, not even the two next to me.

				What is going on?

				I rubbed at the side of my head as if that would help, but it brought no new information.

				The click of heels made me turn. A girl raced from a door through the parking lot, her silver dress glittering under the few lights, blonde hair bobbing as she half-ran, half-walked in blue shoes.

				Pretty. Definitely pretty.

				“Winn!” she called out as she neared where I stood.

				Winn. Yes, that’s me. Good, I can remember something. With a cough into my fist, I said, “Hey,” not remembering her name.

				She made it all the way to me and wrapped her arms around me. “Someone said you were attacked.”

				Attacked? Then, why aren’t a bunch of people out here? Why don’t I look or feel attacked? “I’m fine.”

				The girl pulled back and ran her palms along my cheeks, my arms and connected her hand with mine. “I’m so glad. You know how rumors get started. One person sees something and—” Her hand waved in the air near my face, the scent of lavender wafting under my nose. “I think we should just go home.”

				Home? I remember home. I think. How do I get there?

				Not wanting to feel foolish, I said, “Okay, but I’ve got a headache. Maybe you should drive?”

				She smiled. “No problem. You just let Maddie take care of everything.” She directed me to the car to my right where a set of keys dangled from the door.

				“Who would leave—” I started.

				“Oh, you know, people do that all the time.”

				I had to be looking at her like some confused lunatic. Even I knew my forehead creased and un-creased over and over. “Maybe we should …” Should what? Get help? For what?

				She opened the door and said, “Get in Winn,” in a forceful tone yet with a smile on her face.

				My body moved to the other side as if compelled to go there. The scent of brown sugar and honey crossed through my sinuses; it drew me forward, but in a way that made me wary. I’d breathed that in before. Somewhere, at some time,

				I know that smell.

				I stood back up, my hands perched on the roof. “Maddie—”

				“Get in the car, Winn.” Again the command came with a wide grin.

				Doctor. Doctor. Why does that sound so important but not for me?

				If my inner mind-struggle showed, she didn’t mention it.

				“Winn!” Maddie’s biting tone brought me out of my thoughts. “Get. In. The. Car.” She tapped on the roof, her fingernail clicking against the steel.

				Go? Don’t go? Go? Don’t go? The metaphoric angel and devil sat on my shoulders yelling into my ears. Why am I even questioning myself?

				Nothing made sense.

				“Winn! Get in the damn car!”

				Despite the inner nagging, I complied.
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				Winn

				Maddie navigated the car over a long driveway, all the way to a house that held a bizarre familiarity; it sat in the middle of a landscaped field, the surrounding grass and closing-in trees giving it a lot of privacy.

				She drove straight into a garage and parked. “We’re here. Come on.”

				I nodded and stepped from the car. Around two other vehicles, I followed her up a few steps and into a comfortable wood-panelled foyer. We continued through to a living room with leather couches, a vaulted ceiling and huge fireplace with stone surround. Again, a familiarity hit me, but I couldn’t place it.

				An image on the TV had been frozen with a man and woman in mid-conversation as a woman walked in the room from a kitchen, a bowl in hand. “Oh! Maddie, you’re home—and … you brought Winn?” The woman cocked her head.

				“Yeah, Mom.” Maddie dropped her purse to a side table. “Dance was over.”

				She knows me. Why can’t I remember her? Maybe she just saw me at school? The mom didn’t walk any farther in, but stood there, still holding the bowl, eyes darting back and forth between Maddie and me.

				“Winn?” the mom asked. “Would you have a seat for a moment?”

				“Yeah, sure.”

				“Thank you. Madeline … please come in here.”

				I moved to the couch. The two women disappeared through an open archway. Hushed voices and sounds carried through the space, but I couldn’t make out any of the words.

				Sitting there with nothing to do, I pulled on my tie until it fell around my neck. With a yank, I eliminated the two top buttons that dug into my Adam’s apple.

				The sounds from the other room ratcheted up to a higher pitch but still unclear.

				A moment later, Maddie walked out, a smile on her face. She slid onto the couch next to me and fingered the bowtie. “Sorry about that. My mom’s a little weird about visitors.”

				I scooted an inch away.

				“Want to come upstairs? We have some extra clothes if you want to change.”

				“Um …” Something inside tugged at my brain, yelling at me not to go. “Yeah, sure.” She stood, and I followed.

				Maddie leaned back over her shoulder and said, “I’m going to show Winn to the bonus room.” Up a set of stairs and around a curve, she led me to a space with pink and white striped walls, a white bed with a pale girly-color bedspread and matching desk, wardrobe and bookshelf.

				I stuffed my hands into my pants pocket and leaned against the frame of the door.

				She walked to the window, undoing the blue bow around her waist and dropping it onto the top of a chair. “You can come all the way in.” Her body pirouetted toward me, her skirt flowing outward as she reached up and released the ringlets of curls that had been tucked up on top, and turned her back to me as I approached. “Unzip me?”

				I reached out but immediately pulled my hand back.

				“Really, Winn. I don’t bite.”

				For some reason, I didn’t believe her. No matter how my mind argued with my subconscious, my body reacted in exactly the opposite way. That, too, sent a tingle of nerves through me as my hand moved to the top of the zipper.

				

				Mac

				Deep rubs of my upper back continued through each upheaval of whatever I’d downed hours before. Maybe days had passed. I couldn’t even tell, only that every muscle in my body hurt—especially those in my mid section.

				With intense effort, I peeled open my eyelids. Splatters rained on my dress, and my eyes squeezed closed again as another heave threw me forward. “Oh, my god, Alina. What did you do to me?”

				The surface where I sat shifted, probably Alina adjusting something. “Nothing more than an antidote.” The pressure on my back disappeared. “And it’s only been two hours.”

				“For wha—” Nothing but air left my gut on that spasm. I wanted to lie back, but feared I’d end up in something disgusting, and if it got in my hair, I’d be hurling for months.

				“She gonna live?” Suze’s voice carried from somewhere outside my immediate area.

				“She will,” Alina said from farther away. “Remember, Mackenzie, when actually ill, has quite the response.”

				Another seize of my stomach sent me forward, head between my knees, though nothing but air released. Death really would have been better. “Alin—” I coughed and gagged as I reached out for her.

				She laughed—from the hallway, I realized as I tore open my eyelids again and found myself in my own room. Blinking, I managed to get both my eyes working and peered around. Everything I thought I’d seen before had disappeared. The awesomeness of having a fairy as a mother. On my laugh, a gag brought up a bubble of something that exited on a trail of curling white air. “Alina! I’m steaming!”

				Her form reappeared in the doorway. “Ah, then the element has cleared.”

				“What … element?”

				“One more moment, darling. You’ll be feeling much better ver—”

				My hands slid against my dress, illuminating the little lightbulbs in my brain. The prom. The dance. The drink. Maddie. “Where’s Winn?”

				“And she’s all better.” Alina chuckled.

				“Where’s Winn?” I searched for my phone but didn’t find it, or my bag.

				“He was going to follow me here, but I said ‘doc’s’ so maybe he didn’t know where I was going?” Suze said from downstairs.

				“He’d have known, since Mom always has to fix me up.” Another cough marred my speech. I stood, my legs wobbling beneath me. Not a hundred percent, then.

				Alina took my hand, holding me steady. “You know, Mackenzie. You needn’t call me that now that you are aware of—”

				“I know.” I waved her away. “But you’re still my mom, too. I just really want to know where Winn is.”

				“Perhaps he went home to change first? Would you like to do the same, darling?”

				“Yeah, but please, please would you find Winn? It can’t take two hours to get out of a tux.” A glance at the clock showed me the big, bright red numbers of 11:03. I remembered seeing nine at some point. I slipped my hand free of Alina’s, testing out my balance. “Okay. Think I’m good.”

				“Very well, then.” Alina withdrew clothes and laid them on my bed, also free of any signs of my previous activities. “Once you’re done, I’ll be in the living room and will have something to quell the rawness of your throat. We can discuss what happened tonight as well and get the Council involved.”

				“No.”

				“No?” Alina asked.

				I shook my head. “I know you technically work for them and all, but seriously, I can’t deal with them right now.” Taking a step that, thankfully, didn’t make me want to vomit or keel over, I said, “I just want to find Winn.”

				“I know, darling. Suze?” Alina called over her shoulder. “Would you please find and escort Mackenzie’s young man here.”

				“On it!” The house shook on his exit.

				

				Winn

				I’d unzipped her but had enough sense not to wait for anything else. Slipping out of the room, I stood in the hall. A door beneath us opened and closed. Downstairs, voices once again rose until another door whined and slammed.

				“Winn,” a male voice said. “Can you come down here?”

				I pivoted toward the sound and traipsed down.

				A man held out his hand toward me as I reached the first floor. “How are you?” He tilted his head.

				How am I? How am I? How am I? My head still spun with some sort of confusion I couldn’t place and a need not to look stupid. “I’m fine,” I finally managed to say.

				“Winn!” Maddie’s voice called from somewhere near the stairs. “There you are.” She skipped over to me and took my arm. “Why’d you leave?” Her hand reached up and touched my forehead. “He’s got a slight fever, I think, Dad.”

				I do?

				Her dad motioned me to the couch. “Your pupils are slightly dilated.”

				Maddie took my hand and directed me toward the center of the room and sat with me.

				A light crossed over my eyes as the doorbell chimed.

				“Who’d be calling at this hour?” Maddie’s mom went toward the sound, to the doors right in front of us.

				Maddie jumped up and ran behind her, reaching the handle first. She opened the door, keeping it close to the frame, and her mom crossed her arms over her chest. “We don’t accept solicitations at this hour,” Maddie said, closing the wood panel again. “Geez, Mom. You really have to learn not to answer the door so late. People come out at all hours.”

				“Maddie!” On a huff, her mom grabbed the handle, and the door swung open to a giant of a man, at least seven or more feet tall, hulking on the porch.

				

				Mac

				It took too many steps and way too many wobbles for me to get from upstairs to downstairs in my house. As soon as I hit the landing, Alina took my elbow and guided me to my favorite red chair.

				“Still a bit weak, darling?”

				“More than I want to be, yeah.”

				“You’ve always reacted poorly to these situations. Not your fault, of course.”

				I snorted. “No, that probably comes from having a human dad.” I kicked my legs over the arm of my chair, relaxing into it as much as possible, given the hairs on the back of my neck had been raised for as long as I’d been conscious. Winn’s absence did not make me happy.

				“You’re spending time with this man, your father, I believe, yes?”

				“Yeah. You’re not going to say anything to the Council, are you?”

				Alina shook her head. “Of course not, darling. Your mother’s secret was hers to share, and now it’s yours.”

				“He’s pretty cool, you know.”

				She clasped her hand over her knee. “Very different than Lucas, I presume?”

				My laugh burst out. “Yeah. Very. He has no interest in biting my neck for blood. Where is dear old dad, anyway?”

				Her lips squidged together.

				“Alina?” I asked in a way to let her know I knew she held back.

				“He’s indisposed.”

				“Which either means he’s eating people, or he’s doing something else you don’t want to tell me about.”

				“Perhaps.” She pushed up as if to stand.

				“Please don’t leave.”

				She re-sat. “I thought I might bring you something to drink. To settle your stomach.”

				“That’d be great, but I’m worried about Winn and … stuff.”

				“You’ve grown far fonder of this boy than I ever expected months ago.”

				“I know. What am I going to do when I have to … you know?”

				“You’ll do whatever’s right. Perhaps talk to your father about how he was able to say goodbye to your mother.”

				I hadn’t done that. In all the times we’d met, I’d focused on Zoe, but not on him and how exactly he managed without my real mom. “Yeah, maybe I will.” My entire body did one big shiver.

				“You’re truly worried?”

				“Yes.” I pushed up, every muscle aching with the movement. “I need to do something. Search or … something.”

				“At nearly midnight?”

				With effort, I stood. “Yes. Time doesn’t matter to me, remember? Winn’s missing, Alina. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but he is. He’d be here. I know he would. Tonight was our night.”

				“Oh.” Her hands covered her lips.

				“Oh?”

				Her lips curved even behind the fingers in front of it. “Nothing, darling.”

				“Not nothing. What was the ‘oh’ for?”

				“You wish me to share?”

				“Uh … yeah. That’s kinda obvious, right?” I squinted at her.

				“By your night, I believed you to mean something altogether more important. A joining, perhaps, of two to one?”

				Shit. She did know what I meant.

				She stood and glided her way to me. “I believe, my darling, that you should know one thing about such a decision.”

				“Yeah? What?”

				“Such a binding between human and non is quite often … permanent.”

				

				Winn

				“Suze!” Maddie’s mom said. “What’s going on? Is something wrong? Has the—uh—is there a … meeting?”

				I stood as did Maddie’s dad. At nearly midnight? Wonder what she does.

				His face angled down toward Maddie’s mom. “No, Moira. Uh, actually—” He tilted up. “—Winford! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

				“No!” Maddie screamed, a three-year-old’s tantrum of a sound.

				The giant-man tromped his way toward me.

				I backed up and into the couch, scrambling my way over as he moved faster toward me. Flipping over the back, I landed first on a sofa table and second, with a thud, on my butt on the floor.

				“Leave him alone!” Maddie’s screech came.

				“Enough, Madeline!” Moira said. “What the hell is going on? And I want the truth this time.”

				Big-dude stood over me as I pushed backward, heart pounding, sweat beading on my forehead. He reached out a hand. “Help up?”

				His eyes held such a softness I wanted to accept the gesture, but at the same time, my mind whirred with all the scenarios I expected I’d find myself in. Drugged. Crushed. Dead. I went even farther.

				“Now, Madeline.” Moira’s voice came a decibel lower than the monster of a man standing over me with his hand still extended.

				“About what?” Maddie asked.

				“Why has Winn’s Guardian been searching for him? Why is he here? And don’t give me a load of crap about him and Mackenzie breaking up.”

				“What?” Big-guy said, craning his neck around. “They didn’t break up. Mac sent me to find him, and I traced his scent all the way here.”

				He’s a Bloodhound? How—why—would he follow me? Pushing with my hands knocked me into a piece of furniture I hadn’t realized I’d been near.

				“She’s been throwing up her guts for the last two hours and didn’t know he didn’t make it.” One chubby finger pointed at me, even though the man faced the others.

				A huff. The stomp of feet. The push of chair legs on hardwoods. All sounds filled my head, adding a layer of dizzy to my confusion.

				“Last chance, Madeline,” Moira said.

				“Yeah, last chance,” Dude said. “’Cause if you don’t tell me, I’m going to go get Mac.”

			

		

	
		
			
				22

				Winn

				“Okay, okay!” Maddie threw her hands up. “Look, I don’t know what happened to Mac, but Winn was in the parking lot, and I thought something happened, and he acted all confused and stuff—not like normal—so I brought him here.” She turned toward her dad. “Because I thought you could help him, if something was wrong.”

				Staring back up at the man in front of me I realized he had horns sticking out of his head.

				Horns?

				I am seriously going crazy.

				My inner warning bells—the same ones that had been ringing since the moment Maddie showed up in that parking lot—didn’t go off as I studied his head, face and those horns.

				“You okay, smart boy?” the man-thing asked. “’Cause if you ain’t, Mac’s gonna be super mad at me. I mean like, really, really ma—”

				“He’s fine.” Maddie’s voice grew closer.

				Not knowing how to answer increased the headache. I looked up to the man.

				He tilted down to me, his eyes narrowing. “Gimme your hand.”

				I did, a calm coming over me as I gripped.

				“No, Winn. Stay here. Dad can—”

				“Sorry, blondie, but if he was confuzzed, you shoulda taken him to the hospital.” Back to me, the big guy said, “This is going to hurt … a little.”

				I nodded. I’m accepting pain? What is going on in my head? Still, I didn’t fight him even as his arm tightened around my waist.

				“Wait!” Maddie said.

				My body lurched forward and everything within me squeezed, as if going through the eye of a needle.

				

				Mac

				Light exploded in front of my eyes. “Suze!” I yelled, knowing he’d have caused it. “You really couldn’t find a way not to—”

				“I’m big in this world. I generate lots and lots and lots and lots of energy, Mackie. It’s gotta go somewhere, and you don’t like farts.”

				I rolled my eyes as the spots faded. The brightness dimmed, and along with it came Suze, Winn in one arm. I launched myself to Winn.

				Suze spun him backward. “Before you say anything … I didn’t do it.”

				“Do what?” Alina asked from inside the room.

				“Something’s wrong with the boy.”

				That stopped me. “What’s wrong, Winn?”

				Suze pirouetted Winn until he faced me. A glassy-eyed gaze fixed back on me.

				I snapped in front of his face.

				Suze nudged him, and he moved, his eyes fixed on me but in a far-off-in-lala-land way.

				“Did he get sick coming through?” I asked, and received a head shake from Suze. “So what’s wrong?”

				Lines creased his forehead. His head tilted a little.

				“Winn?”

				“Yes.” He said it like he needed to confirm his identity not answer that I’d asked for his attention.

				“Who am I?”

				He hesitated for a moment before saying, “Mackie.”

				“Oh, my god! What happened! Why in all of hell’s damnation did he just call me Mackie?”

				Winn’s head angled the other way, so proper and stuck I expected I could push him over with my fingertip.

				“Alina!” My jiggly legs barely held me up. “Stay here.” One finger pointed at Winn and back to Suze. “Here, you got that?”

				Suze nodded.

				“Alina!” I turned and forced myself to stop since she stood right there. “I should have added bells to your feet a long time ago.”

				She smiled.

				“What’s wrong with him?”

				“I am unsure as of yet.” She moved to Winn and took his hand, holding it within hers. “Did you drink or were you given anything to drink?”

				“I was,” I said. “Someone spiked the punch.”

				“Yes, but yours was something only a non-human would have had issue with. Did anyone else at school experience any paralysis, or loss of consciousness?”

				With my hands on my hips, I said, “I don’t know … I was unconscious.”

				“There is that. Winn, do you remember?”

				His head tilted a little.

				“Tell me your last memory,” Alina said.

				Winn gaze tracked through the house. “Showing up here.”

				“Before that?”

				“He was at Maddie’s house,” Suze said. “You know that blonde girly with the—”

				My inner anger meter went from calm to furious. “What? How the—what the—” Needing an outlet, I stomped down the hall to the kitchen and back.

				“Mackenzie, darling. You must calm until a solution is found.”

				I couldn’t. I itched to run, to channel my energy, what little I had, into something more productive. Something with bite. Something that would really scare the truth out of Maddie. “Where is she?”

				“Where is who?” Alina asked.

				On a pivot, I said, “Maddie. Where is Maddie, Suze?”

				He pointed toward my front door.

				“Take me there. Now. The fastest way possible.”

				Suze turned to Alina. She nodded. “I’ll tend to Winn. When all is well, I’ll call.”

				• • •

				I held on to Suze, standing on the porch at Maddie’s house, breathing as deep as possible to keep from throwing up again.

				“You keep that green color and you’re not going to make anyone think you’re mad,” Suze said.

				“Shut up.” My retort came out a whimper.

				I’d traveled the demon way with him only a few times, and when I’d said ‘fast’, he’d delivered. Sucking in air and blowing it out helped steady me. A little.

				“We coulda taken the Hummer, you know,” he said.

				With effort, I straightened, easing myself to a complete stand. “Okay, I think I’m good.”

				One lip pushed out. “But you lost your mad.”

				“No.” I shook my head. “Trust me. I didn’t lose my mad.” With a step toward the front door, I reached up and pounded my first on the wood.

				Suze leaned in close. “You coulda used the doorbell.” His chunky finger pressed the button.

				“Fists are better. And it’ll prepare me to pound on the little—”

				The door opened, Moira standing inside. “Mackenzie. What’s—”

				I stormed right past her, searching for Maddie as I entered. When she didn’t appear, but the doctor from the hospital sat on the couch by himself, I turned back to Moira. “Where is she?”

				“Where is who?” she asked.

				“Don’t give me that. Where is Maddie? Where is your daughter? Where is my former friend?”

				Moira’s eyes blazed with an intensity I figured reflected in my own. “Just a minute. I’ll get her.”

				No sooner did she say the words than footsteps bounded above us, across the ceiling, softening for a moment before traipsing their way down a set of stairs I located at the back of the living room.

				Maddie dropped to the first floor right in front of me. “Oh … hello … Mac.”

				“What did you do to Winn?”

				She zoomed away, right into her mom’s arms.

				As she did, Suze moved to my side.

				“Tell me. What did you do?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Maddie flicked her hair at me.

				Without proof, I had no way to pin her to Winn’s sudden illness, for lack of a better term, or to mine, but I knew. Something deep inside told me so. I did, though, know about another. “I know you drugged Caroline.”

				Maddie’s eyes opened wide. They darted to her mom and back to me. “What are you talking about? Why would I do that?”

				Winn. “I don’t know. You tell me.” I pointed a finger at her.

				“I have no reason to do that to you, Mac.” A sheen of irritation ran along the current of sweet words.

				“Me? I didn’t say me. I just said Caroline.”

				Maddie pushed up against Moira.

				“What did you think you’d accomplish with the sleep-aid drink? Huh? Make Caroline and me crash so you could … what? Take Winn from me? Like you all but said you would at his house?”

				A small gasp left Moira.

				“Seems like a good answer to me,” Suze said.

				I glared at him, returning to Maddie. “Seriously, Maddie. What gives with all this? All the underhanded, back-stabbing stuff?”

				“I want to know, too.” Suze said.

				“I don’t—”

				“Stop!” I threw my hands up. “Stop lying.”

				“That’s enough, Mackenzie.” Moira stepped away from Maddie toward me. “I’ve let you go on long enough, but at this point, I have to ask you to leave.”

				“No,” I said to Maddie. “I’m not leaving until I get answers.”

				The man on the couch rose. “Maybe we should call the police …”

				Moira waved him down. “That won’t be necessary. I’m sure we can work this all out at a more appropriate time of night.”

				Glaring at Maddie, I said, “Did you, or did you not, make a sleeping draught and make Caroline drink it?”

				She hesitated, her body twitching slightly. “I did not make her drink a sleeping draught.”

				“That’s not what I asked, and you know it. Did you watch her drink it?”

				Moira dropped her head into her hands.

				“Lie again, and I’m going to do just like I did last time. At Caroline’s house.”

				Maddie shivered.

				Becoming an ogre again didn’t fit in my agenda, as I didn’t have a change of clothes, but if scaring the piss out of her needed to happen, I’d do it. “Last chance. You know, ogres eat goblins.”

				She backed up into Moira, who said, “Mackenzie! You wouldn’t!”

				“Oh, yeah, I would.” I inhaled and prepared to exhale to begin my change. Slow and steady would be my plan.

				“Enough!” Moira pointed to the door. “I will not allow you to threaten me in my own house.”

				“Look—” Maddie started.

				“Be quiet Madeline,” Moira said.

				“No! I didn’t do anything wrong. You got sick, Mac, and I wanted to make sure Winn was okay.”

				“Quiet, Madeline!”

				“So I followed him out to his car.” Her tone came across sincere. “He seemed a little off, so I brought him here, where I knew I could get some help since my Dad’s a doctor. Okay? That’s it. Got it?” She leaned in closer and closer to me as she talked. “And your—” She waved her hand up and down Suze’s form. “—guy, here, took him and brought you back, so now I don’t even know what’s wrong with him.”

				“Alina’s going to take care of him and find out what he drank,” Suze said. “Like Mac. Alina figured that out, too. And the purple fizzy one you gave that other one. And your mom already knows about it, anyway, because I dropped you off here that night.” He nodded as if he’d explained everything.

				Maddie’s mouth dropped open.

				Moira knew. That little titbit had escaped my memory. A smirk took hold of my lips. “Oh, yeah, sorry I didn’t mention that … Maddie.”

				Suze squeezed in close to my ear. “You can bring this to the Council if you want since … you know … it looks like someone didn’t file a report, otherwise the little girl would know her mommy knew.”

				I raised an eyebrow. A report? I turned to Moira. “You want me to take this to the Council on your behalf? Or do you want to?”

				Maddie’s eyes filled, tears prepping to fall over her lids as Moira shook her head and closed her eyes.

				“What a girl,” I said, staring. “Here go the waterworks. You know what? Forget it. Let’s go, Suze. I’ll handle this one, myself. Once I figure out what Winn took and how he got it, I’ll deal with the traitor.” I stepped toward the door, Suze following, but craned my neck over my shoulder. “You know … harm to humans is a number one no-no. Food. Fun. Blah blah blah. This classifies as none of the appropriate categories.”

				“Wait!” Maddie said.

				“Madeline, enough,” Moira said again.

				Suze and I spun and faced Maddie.

				“I might know who did … something.”

				I raised an eyebrow. “Who, then … and what did they do exactly?”

				She bit her lip. Moira’s head continued to swing right and left. “Ridge. He … he was coming back into the prom and being all cocky and self-righteous. He’d disappeared for a bit and came back in. I … I followed where we went and found Winn all confused.”

				Liar, liar, pants on fire. The old melody played through my head.

				“You still have her on Caroline’s exposure if you want to let the Council do something,” Suze whispered into my ear.

				“Two can play this game, Maddie. You want to go one on one, or one on twelve? Truth now. You. Me. Or we’ll have a chat with the Council about the ingredients in Caroline’s Kool-Aid.”

				“Worst case scenario,” Suze whispered again, though I didn’t know why since I assumed everyone else around me could hear him. “They take away her ability to do magic because she gave it to Caroline. Best case, they inject her with a little truth serum so she’ll spill her guts.”

				I repeated what he’d said just to make sure they got the gist.

				Maddie’s eyes would have bugged out of her head if she hadn’t blinked so much. I expected blood to start dripping from her palms any second with the fists she made.

				“You know they can trace magic. And herbs. Medicinal ones especially,” Suze said.

				I waved a hand at Maddie. “But that doesn’t matter for you, right? Because you don’t know anything. You didn’t do anything. You’re just an innocent little human girl.”

				“I’m not human.” She all but spit the words at me

				“Maddie—” Moira began.

				“Shut up, Mom.” Her fingers dug into her palms, whitening her knuckles. “I’m the good girl. The complete opposite of you!” she yelled at me. “And all my life, I’ve been reminded that I can’t say anything about what I am, who I am, or anything, because of who my mom is. Nothing! I live like a human and can’t even be true to my heritage.” The sheen of tears evaporated. “On top of that, it’s always Mackenzie this and Mackenzie that. I hear nothing about anyone but you!” She surged forward to my toes, coming up to my nose. “You, Mac. You! Why does she always talk about you?”

				Suze leaned to my ear. “This is where you tell her you’re the Changeling.”

				She doesn’t know? I forced the smile to stay hidden.

				Maddie growled. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. Mac, Mac, Mac, Mac, Mac. Always something about Mac. Then all of a sudden, she starts saying how awesome it is that you and Winn are together! But, he was mine. I’ve liked him from the start of kindergarten, and he wouldn’t give me the time of day. At least, not like that. And he ignored you until he found that damn book.”

				My book?

				“What … book?” Moira asked.

				“The one with all the supernatural creatures in it. Or the pictures at least,” Maddie said.

				“How do you know about that?” Moira asked.

				“Because I took it!” Maddie yanked on her hair. “To see if it had some answers to why Winn decided Mac was better than me. Why he asked her out instead of me. What she had that I don’t.”

				Moira gasped.

				Suze leaned down to me again. “You sure you didn’t slip her some truth serum already?”

				“Wish I had. This might have gone faster. Why’d you think that book would tell you something, Maddie?”

				“Because Winn had it and you only showed up because of it. I saw how you eyed it all through dinner that first night. I knew there was something in it, because he had it and you latched on to him. That had to mean something. Something I needed to know.”

				“So you took my book.”

				“Yes!” Her hands flew into the air. She stopped. “Wait. Your book? What do you mean, your book?”

				I ignored her question. “Did you read it?”

				She narrowed her eyes at me. “What. Do. You. Mean. Your. Book?”

				“That book is all about me. My history. My heritage. My future.”

				The eyes got all froggy-large again. Moira stepped up to Maddie and reached out, but Maddie swatted her back. “You’re—you’re the—”

				So, she really didn’t know. “The what, Maddie?” I leaned down toward her face. “What am I?”

				“The—the …”

				I gave her my best smirk. “Let me put you out of your misery … or better yet, add to it. Yes, Mads …” I brushed off a piece of dust from her shoulder. She winced under my touch. “I am the next Council member. Oh, and if you didn’t already know, your mom is on the Council.”

				Maddie sighed. Moira glared at me. Too bad for you both.

				“You’re an awfully smart smarty-girl, but you’re really, really stupid, too. You seriously never put two and two together?”

				She took a step back. “Why … you? You’re—you’re—”

				“I’m what? The wrong kinda of person to rule part of your world? Not your kind of leader? Not the right girl for the job? Or just not the right one for Winn?”

				Another foot backward.

				“Your mom talks about me because I’m about to be her peer. Wrong person to mess with. Be prepared to tell all the truth, very, very soon.”

				On a small scream, and with the addition of tears, Maddie ran toward the stairs and bounded up.

				I turned to Suze. “Come one. I want to see if Alina’s fixed Winn, yet.”

				Suze took my arm as Moira said, “Mackenzie,” in a soft tone.

				“You brought this on yourself, you know. Talking about me and all this to a half-human, without giving her the explanation? There’s a reason the secret is secret. I guess, now, I know why Nahir and some of the others want to keep us separate from them.” I angled my head toward where the good doctor sat on the couch. “Can’t say as I blame them.”

				“Mac, no.” She reached out and touched my arm. “Don’t go there. Please. I-I only told her the important stuff.”

				“Kids know a whole lot more than parents give them credit for.”

				“I—”

				“Screwed up. Admit it to yourself, and you’ll feel a lot better.” I nodded to Suze, and he sucked us into his vortex of nausea inducing transportation, hopefully back to Winn.
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				Winn

				“Someone really drugged me?”

				Mac had told me the whole story when I joined her and Alina for breakfast. I still couldn’t believe it, nor did I remember any of it. I remembered going to the prom, the photographs, dancing and waking up. Nothing in between.

				“Just a little overdose of temporary memory removal.” Alina glided toward the sink.

				“How?”

				Mac shrugged, digging into the stack of pancakes she’d doused in chocolate. “Dunno.”

				“And you don’t know who did it, either?”

				“Only sorta. Maddie had something to do with it.” She twirled the forkful in her syrup, not looking at me.

				“What’s wrong, other than the obvious?”

				A small laugh came from Alina, standing at the kitchen sink.

				“Nothing.”

				“That’s a lie, if ever you’ve told one. What else happened last night?” I asked.

				She still didn’t say anything.

				“Come on, Mackenzie.”

				Her head popped up, I figured with the use of her full name.

				“You really want to know what’s wrong?”

				“Yes.” I nodded to emphasize my point.

				She turned toward Alina. “Why wasn’t he heaving his guts with whatever you gave him?” Mac asked.

				Alina chuckled. “Darling, his required only a simple solution to correct. And a little time. ‘Twasn’t a very strong draught in fact.”

				“But I was going to die—”

				“You were not going to die. Your body simply reacts more forcefully when given any sort of … shall we say … non-chocolate substance.”

				I leaned back in my chair, doing my best not to laugh. Under a cough, I turned to the wall.

				“Don’t laugh at me, geek boy,” Mac said.

				“I’m not laughing.”

				“Now, who’s lying?”

				I spun back around. “Oh, come on, Mac. You’re mad because I didn’t throw up?”

				The corners of her lips curved.

				“You are! How stupid is that?”

				She clamped her expression tight and spooned up a dollop of whipped cream. “I’m always the one getting sick with this crapola, and I’m supposed to be immortal!”

				Alina came to where we sat at the kitchen table and laid a hand on Mac’s shoulder. “Darling, you are the most unique creature on earth. No one really knows how Changelings are affected by certain elements. As for Winn … he has a strong mind. Sometimes, that’s all that’s needed. I believe he had already begun to revert on his own, in fact.”

				“A strong mind will do what? Not be affected by memory loss?” I asked.

				“Or allow those memories to return to the surface faster than otherwise might be expected. Strong minds. They are almost as uncommon as Changelings, and very much desired.”

				“Strong mind, my—”

				“Enh. You lose,” I said.

				Mac whirled toward me. “Huh?”

				“You were about to curse, and Caroline made you promise to quit or you’d be filling my jar.”

				Alina chuckled. “You two really are made for each other.” With a wipe of her hands, she said, “Now … as for the ingredients … once again, Mackenzie, it included herbs very commonly found by those who know magic. Winn’s came in a far lighter dose, but again, with a simplicity to it that suggests either care and concern, or very weak skills.”

				“I’m going to guess weak, if it was Maddie,” Mac said.

				“Why do you keep thinking it’s her?” I asked.

				The glare sent my way would have fried me, if Mac had heat vision or dragon’s breath. “I think it’s all her, but I can only prove the drink she gave to Caroline because I was there.”

				“There are ways, darling,” Alina said. “Magwa should be able to assist you.”

				Mac stabbed a strawberry and doused it in chocolate. I cringed. “I have another question for you, Alina,” Mac said.

				“Yes?”

				“Suze said I can take Maddie’s little activity to the Council. I played off like I knew what he was talking about, but … huh?”

				“That’s in my notes, too,” I said. “Thought you said you read them.”

				Mac scratched the side of her nose. “Yeah, well … okay, so I musta missed that part.”

				I couldn’t help but laugh. Only Mackenzie wouldn’t know how her own government worked. “The Council is the ruling party on earth, right? And they’re also judge and jury to all transgressions. So … if there is a problem, you file a report—kinda like our police reports—with the Council, and they determine if there will be action.”

				“How do they determine that?”

				“At least seven have to agree a rule was broken.”

				“And then what?”

				“And then they bring in both the accuser and the accused, give each a truth serum and ask questions until they make a decision.”

				“No lawyers and stuff?” Mac asked.

				“Nope. Just he said, she said, where neither party can lie.”

				Mac slapped her hands together. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

				“Both, Mac. That means you, too.”

				She winked at me. “I have nothing to hide. But I think Maddie does. Guess it’s time to file some paperwork.”

				“Yeah, but we have our presentation tomorrow. Maybe we should finish prepping for it first?” Once again, the glare I received would have scorched an otherwise less prepared mortal. “I’m so glad you agree,” I said.

				• • •

				Looking back at the day Mac and I received our assignments as project partners, I had to say happy did not reflect her attitude. I’d been a little indifferent, too, choosing instead to just deal with it.

				That decision had been one of the best I’d ever made.

				Standing in front of the class with Mac, setting up our PowerPoint, I stared at Maddie. In only a few hours, Mac would go before the Council and, as she put it, “end the charade that Maddie and her mom had played.”

				“Miss Thorne. Mr. Thomas,” Mr. Clark said. “Are you ready?”

				We both nodded.

				“Excellent. As required, you were to choose a creature, figure or being from your research genre. According to my records, you were to utilize the area of mythology, supposing it exists in the world today. In keeping with past presentations, please confirm your topic.”

				I clicked the ‘Enter’ key on the keyboard, and Mac said, “You’re right, Mr. C. Mythology.” She turned to me.

				“And we chose Changeling,” I said.

				Maddie’s head snapped up.

				Mac smirked. As planned, she began. “Suppose a Changeling were to exist? What impact would that have on humanity? On the being? How would a Changeling deal with the real world? These are all questions Winn and I have researched … thoroughly.”

				Maddie crossed her arms over her chest. She and Ridge had done their presentation on women’s studies the week I’d been sick. I almost, but not quite, wished I could have been there.

				With a click of the key, Mac transitioned the opener to me. “Most people think a Changeling is a non-human replacement for an infant. In history and lore, the Changeling is feared by mothers, who think their babies are snatched at birth and replaced with worse ones.”

				“Ultimately,” Mac took over, her gaze on Maddie for a second, “Changelings are combinations of humans and non-humans, who are forced to decide their own fate at age nineteen.”

				I flipped the screen to a photo of me, Mac, our teacher, Maddie and Ridge. Mac gave me a little smirk. We’d changed out the image the night before. To include Maddie.

				“Any of us could be a Changeling, in fact. Well … actually, that’s not true. Mr. C, you can’t be because … you’re already past nineteen.”

				I knew she almost said ‘because you’re old’ like when she and I had practiced. My final grade thanked her. I changed the screen to a series of other creatures and took over. “The interesting thing about Changelings is that they have to pick a supernatural form. Any form, as long as it’s one of the otherworldly, then they stay in that for the rest of their natural lives.” I clicked, changing the screen again to a big ‘19’ and Mac’s cue.

				She faced the number up on the screen.

				Several seconds passed.

				She still didn’t speak.

				“Psst. Mac.”

				Her body trembled as her gaze met mine. For another second her eyes stayed unfocused. A giggle from Maddie’s direction sounded, and Mac turned there, narrowed her eyes, and faced the class again.

				“Nineteen. Could any of you pick something to be for the rest of your lives?” she asked as heads bobbled. “Really? That’s what you think? Let me ask you this … have your parents ever changed jobs?” Heads nodded. “Pretend they could never, ever do that. So, if they chose to be a mechanic, and eighty years later, they were still alive, guess what they’d be?”

				“Old?” Someone in the class called out and the rest started laughing. Another said, “Dead!”

				“Old, yes,” I said, taking my cue from Mac, but wondering at her awkward pause. “But still a mechanic. Like in a jail with no chance for parole. What does that mean for Changelings in our life? They have to blend. They have to be one of us, but they also can’t be. They live. They work. But they never get to change what they do.”

				We continued on through some of the other mythological creatures, back and forth from Mac to me. Every once in a while she’d pause longer than normal, as if studying or remembering what information we planned to talk about. In the end, we took questions and got a standard round of applause.

				With the ring of the bell, Mac and I packed up, walked out into the hall and leaned into our lockers. I took her hand and squeezed. “Thank you,” I said.

				She turned her head my way. “Why? We both had to do it.”

				I moved in close and laid a kiss on the side of her lips, not caring if anyone saw or if anyone stopped me. “Because I know this isn’t your thing … school and all. But you were awesome.”

				Her smile brought out my own. “Anything for you,” she said, her tone wistful.

				“You okay?”

				She straightened and smacked her lips against mine. “Oh, yeah. That’s over. Now we can party.” Her demeanor went from worried to pumped like I’d flipped a switch.

				“Thought you wanted to file your complaint.”

				Her grin grew wider. “Yeah. I do, but we can’t go until tonight. Right now, I want to go to Zoe’s grave site. Will you go with me?”

				

				Mac

				Zoe had been buried in my favorite cemetery—about four rows from the big oak tree—the one I’d kissed Winn underneath, the one I’d been attacked near, and the one I’d sketched a hundred times over when I’d been more loner than mingler—when I’d craved alone time, not Winn time.

				We walked hand in hand, and I breathed in the beauty of the day beneath the blue skies, big clouds and pre-summer heat, while a fog of uncertainty lingered over us.

				“Look at that,” I said.

				“Wow. Her headstone.” Winn knelt and ran a hand over the marble. “It’s beautiful. Smooth. They did a great job.”

				I lowered to his level. “Zoe Amanda Thorne. Wait. Thomas. That says Thorne. Why isn’t her last name Thomas? Or Enroht?”

				Winn leaned forward and traced the letters. “My dad thought this might be … good for you. And your dad. “

				Emotion welled in my throat, constricting my airway. I stood and walked away, the tombstone at my back. Around me, the world continued. I’d had everything. I’d had nothing. All at once. A man I’d barely known had given me even more.

				Winn’s arm went around my waist and pulled me into his side. “You okay?”

				I spun in his arms and hugged him, dropping my head to his shoulder. “It’s like she was mine, even though she wasn’t. She was your … sister.”

				“And I’ll always know that, but this is … this is to give you that. Apparently, Thorne is your dad’s real last name. Enroht is just Thorne backward. My dad told me that.” Winn ran his fingers through my hair, soothing me in the process.

				How had I not noticed? “Mom probably had him change it. I can see the value in that.” I nodded against his shoulder. “I had a sister, Winn. And it feels like I’ve lost her all over again.”

				His hands slid until they pulled my face away, palms against cheeks. “I know how you feel. I miss her, too.”

				We stood there, in silence for what seemed like a few minutes.

				“Lovebirdies!” Suze’s silly call out made me laugh. Winn, too.

				We turned toward the sound, only to find Suze dressed in a regular black T-shirt and jeans, and Gwen, the only female he’d ever called his girlfriend, walking together. She, too, wore normal clothes, but in a super-bright purple. The few times I’d met her, she’d worn that color.

				“What’s going on, Suze?” I asked. “You look … normal. Actually, you’ve been looking normal for a while.”

				He tugged on his short sleeve. “I quite like this look. It’s …”

				“Simple,” Gwen said in her regal voice.

				I noted their hands entwined between them as they met up with us. If Suze weren’t so tall and Gwen not far from his height, they could have passed through town without any stares. Their height alone would have made a few heads turn.

				“You see they put in her marble?” Suze asked.

				“I did,” I said.

				“I watched ‘em. Made sure it got in there straight. Not crooked, or anything.”

				“Thanks, Suze. I really … appreciate that.” I let go of Winn’s hand and stepped to my protector. He regarded me with a wary eye as I leaned in and gave him a hug and his hands touched at my back. “Thank you.”

				“Wow, Mac. Um … wow,” Suze said as we separated.

				Standing in front of him, I also said, “And thanks for everything you’ve done for me over the last eighteen years. You know all the crazy stuff and the nice stuff and the … everything. You’ve been … well … the best.”

				His eyes went wide. Gwen tilted up to him and back to me. “May I?” She held out a hand like I should shake it. I reached for her and with her hands around mine, she said, “I predicted this moment many moons ago. You’ve learned well, young one.”

				“I have?” I asked as Winn said, “She did?”

				“Yes. When I first met you, you were naught but a babe—an opinionated one even at such a young age. While many wondered at your future, I believed greatness would come. Meeting you again last fall, I could see the same as I had many moons before, but now, with your young man, you’ve found your way.” She bowed in front of me. “It will be a privilege to see you lead. You will influence many.”

				I wanted to contradict her, but she seemed genuine. “Thanks.”

				Gwen smiled, her vampire fangs peeking out from behind her lips. “You are most welcome. And may I ask, Mackenzie? I know it may be presumptuous … but have you made your decision? Perhaps like me?” Gwen had suggested Damphyr to me eight months before, and the vampire-human-shape-shifter combo did have its good side. She could be out in the daytime, she didn’t have to feed from humans, she could still change forms.

				“Oh! Or me!” Suze clapped his hands.

				If I chose demon, it would have to be Suze’s variety, Abaddon but nice—if that could even be possible.

				I dropped my gaze and kicked at the dirt below me. Staring at Zoe’s stone for a moment, I let my lips curve up. “Can’t tell you yet, but, yeah. I’ve chosen.”

			

		

	
		
			
				24

				Winn

				Mac wouldn’t tell me what she’d chosen. She said she wouldn’t make her choice official until her birthday because she wanted to spend every possible minute with me, and if she did share, someone would probably jump in and make her do all the formal stuff sooner. Since I wanted her around longer, I accepted her decision, but I had to admit, curiosity ate at me.

				We’d left Suze and Gwen to their walk and sat with Zoe for another few minutes, waiting for night to fall so we could make our way to the golf course and to the Council’s chambers.

				According to Suze, Mac’s report didn’t have to come during a meeting. She could literally drop in. Since she’d never done that—not in all her years—she opted not ruin her reputation. Unlike all our past entrances to the course, Suze didn’t meet us at the guard house. No one did, in fact. It had been left opened, unsecured, as if her life no longer held the danger it once did.

				“Isn’t that a little odd?” Mac drove us through the open gates and down the long, winding road toward the clubhouse.

				“You talking about Suze not being in the guard house?”

				“Yeah. It’s weird to me,” she said.

				No one would have suspected a golf course to house the chambers to the world’s second oldest aristocracy. Then again, it made perfect sense since the one they chose let people play at night. People. Vampires. Whomever.

				Taking the farthest spot in the long row of cars, Mac shut the engine down.

				Zoe’d wanted to go to a meeting, to meet the whole Council, to see the interior of the chambers. She’d never gotten the opportunity.

				Mac pushed open the door and stepped into the humid air. I followed, slipping my hand against hers, and we walked together toward the front doors.

				A blast of light stopped us. “Hi!” Suze’s voice came from nowhere as I peeked through fingers covering my eyes. A few blinks and darkness returned, but the spots in my vision lingered.

				Suze stood in front of us, dressed in a Motley Crew T-shirt, ripped jeans, a black biker jacket and helmet—a set of clothes still far more normal than his usual. More like what he’d worn in the cemetery just a few hours before.

				“What the hell?” Mac asked. “Why did you just poof in like that. I didn’t call you.”

				“That’s another dollar, Mac,” I said.

				She rolled her eyes.

				Suze kicked at the gravel on the lot with his boot. “I just thought I should … come with you.”

				“Why? It’s just a formality, right? You told me it was. Nothing but a drop in,” Mac said.

				“Yeah, but …”

				“But what, Suze? What’s going on?” I asked.

				His lips squished to the side. “Soon I won’t get to protect you, so I kinda … just wanted to be there.”

				He’s going to miss her. A pang faltered my heart. I’m going to miss her, too.

				“That’s … sweet, Suze. Let’s just go and get this over with,” Mac said.

				Suze darted in front of us, reaching the doors and opening them for us. “After you.” He waved us all through and pulled them shut.

				The foyer hadn’t changed; golf clubs waited for players, and the smell of wood cleaner permeated the space. We moved on down the hallway to a set of double doors, locked to all but those with supernatural abilities.

				Suze held and opened them for us, and as I walked through, he tapped me on the shoulder. “You doin’ okay, human boy?”

				“Yeah, sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

				Suze’s brows came together. “No reason. Carry on.”

				Light streamed through the Council room unlike I’d ever seen before. Brown walls had been painted white. The hard-backed, solid-wood chairs had been replaced with small, upholstered recliners.

				“Now, this is what I’m talking about,” Suze said.

				Council members turned as Mac started down the hallway, which had gone from concrete floors to a pale maple hardwood.

				“What happened in here?” I asked Suze.

				His eyes widened. “I don’t know. Last time I was here, it was dark. Like Nahir likes it.”

				The Council had been so opposed to change, redecorating seemed like the last activity they’d undertake.

				“What is this?” Mac’s arms flew up into the air, slamming down on her thighs. “You renovated? Why?”

				Raven, the angel, and the one who I guessed would have influenced the color scheme since she herself picked nothing but white, stepped forward. “Ah, Mackenzie. Do you like it?”

				Mac stopped dead. “You took the dark and made it light!”

				Raven’s lips curved. “Yes. I thought we needed a bit of an alteration in our environment. Something to soothe the soul a little.”

				“And you picked white? Everything is … white.” Mac pointed to chairs, walls, even the chandelier hanging in the middle.

				“Do you think she liked all the wood?” Suze asked me as we followed.

				“I don’t know. Actually, I quite like this.” I would have thought the more contemporary feel suited Mac.

				“What would you have chosen?” One eyebrow rose on Raven’s face. “I did this for you, you know.”

				Mac stopped and tapped her foot, a subtle move but one just the same. “Anything but white.” That she didn’t snipe at Raven suggested their—’I didn’t even know what to call it’—relationship might have begun to heal.

				“If you were going to give me a gift, couldn’t you have bought me some chocolate?”

				Snickers came from across the group, specifically from Josie. “Next time, darling,” Josie said, “We’ll make sure you have some say. Now, what can we do for you on this … day that does not end a month.”

				I had to laugh at that. Mac never would have stopped in to visit with the Council except when required. The rule, since I’d known her, had been that once a month, on the last day, she faced the Council with her answer about her form. Usually, that answer came in as ‘no, I haven’t chosen’. Knowing she had brought that curiosity back to the tiptop of my mind.

				“I want to submit a report thing. You know … a complaint?”

				Josie nodded. “Very well. Tell me all about Madeline Parker.”

				I should have known they’d expect Mac and would know what she’d come to them about.

				Mac wagged a finger a Josie. “You say that like you already know.”

				Josie’s head tilted up and down again. “We do … as one has been lodged against you.”

				

				Mac

				“Do what? Who? Why? How?” I stood with my hands on my hips, my head cocked.

				Josie’s smile didn’t falter, but it didn’t fill her face like usual. She turned to the table behind her and lifted a piece of paper. “Inappropriate use of magic. Human exposure to non-human—”

				“No!” I stopped her. “There was no human exposure. Winn was bound. I had authority.”

				“Let me finish. Failure to concede in the presence of a Council mem—”

				“Oh, my god, that little—”

				“Don’t say it,” Winn said. “Just be quiet for a minute.”

				I gave him my best mad face, scrunching up every bit of my muscles in the process.

				“You know this is retaliatory, right?” Winn asked.

				Josie nodded. “I very much agree. However, we are bound by our laws, as you know, Winn. When an accusation arrives, we have but one method for conducting a tribunal.”

				“Yeah, I know. Nomas told me a little about it,” Winn said.

				“Would someone explain it to me? I thought I could come in here, make my case heard and you all would figure it all out,” I said.

				Josie held her hands up prayer-style. “Mackenzie, darling. You must understand. We haven’t a choice but to proceed. You may submit your information just as the other party has done. Unlike the governmental system in place in the human world, our rules are simple. If you choose to file, you must be subject to the same scrutiny as the transgressor. This allows us to confirm both sides of the story, so to speak.”

				“That’s also why there aren’t many submissions,” Winn said. “Most don’t want to be on the other side.”

				“I didn’t do anything wrong,” I said.

				Winn took my hand as Josie said, “I know, but we are obligated to proceed. Since you’re here filing against the same person, this will be a simple procedure. Judge and jury come in a set of four. One Council member chosen by the Council, one being from the line in which you exi—”

				“But I don’t exist in one. I am one.”

				Raven drew up next to Josie. “Which makes this situation all the more interesting.” She jutted a hip out and sat on the edge of the white table.

				“Who’s the third?” I asked.

				“The third and fourth are one of your choice—one from the transgressor and … one from you,” Raven said. “Who would you choose, Mackenzie?”

				“Winn.” I said it without hesitation.

				Raven tipped her head back and laughed. “Exactly as I thought. Funny thing, though … Madeline has also chosen our young Winford here.”

				“What?” Winn and I asked at the same time.

				Magwa approached and bookended Josie. “Miss Mackenzie, you’ve arrived early from your summons.” Much of the rest of the Council conversed at the other side of the room, milling about as if the day hadn’t yet begun.

				“From my what?” I asked.

				“Was your familiar not summoned to ensure you joined?”

				I turned to Suze. He gave me a sheepish smile. “Well …” he started, “… I knew you were on your way when I got the … order, so I figured I’d just make sure you got here.”

				Rage tore through me. Suze hadn’t told me and even lied at the ‘why’ behind his presence. To think I’d thanked him with a hug just a few hours before. That anger turned to regret and to sorrow in the span of a few seconds. Rather than hang on to it, I turned back to Magwa. “I want my information in before I do anything else.”

				“Yours?” Magwa asked.

				“Yes. Mine. Tell me what I have to do.”

				For the next fifteen minutes, I filled out what seemed like a few reams of paper. Winn sat with me, reading over my shoulder, checking my work. I had to document the situation, the problem, and even add my own state of mind and personal details.

				After page fifteen, I stopped, pen still in hand. “You’d think they’d want to know when I last ate and peed at this point.”

				Winn chuckled. “I think it’s more about giving the questioner a sense of the scene, your personality, and details they’ll use to ensure truth.”

				“I thought the serum did it all.” Tapping the eraser on the paper, I started to wonder just how it all worked. Given I’d be part of the ruling party, I should know.

				“It does, but someone has to ask the questions, and someone who knows you has to be there to ensure no one’s messing with your mind in the process—you know, altering your thoughts and statements.”

				“You’re going to be there, right? For me?”

				Winn’s mouth shut like a trap with a fish inside.

				“Winn?” I stared at him, waiting for his answer. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

				His shoulders slumped.

				“Winford!” I snapped in front of his face.

				He grabbed my fingers. “I don’t think you should pick m—”

				“Why not?”

				“If you’d let me finish, I would tell you.”

				I waved him on with my free hand.

				“Because I’m human.”

				“You’re going to pull that crap now?” I spun in my chair. “Josie!” She turned my way. “I’m done and ready. And, I pick Winn, and he agrees.”

				“Mac.” He hissed my name. “Seriously. The binding ceremony was bad enough, I think—”

				I flapped my hand in front of him. “You’ll be fine. You always are.”

				Josie, Raven and Nahir made their way toward us, Nahir reaching out a hand. “You’ve completed the pages?”

				“Yeah. So when can we get this over with? I have nothing to hide. Open book here.”

				The three Council members chuckled.

				“June twenty-third,” Raven said.

				“What the—” I started, but held back. “That’s like almost a month from now. Why can’t we be done already?”

				“Do you wish to disregard the situation?” Nahir asked. “If so, the other party has agreed to the same.”

				She would. That would make her think she’s won or I’d chickened out. Man, she’s smart. “No, fine. Whatever, the twenty-third it is.” I happened to glance up and found Suze cringing. Uh-oh.

				“On that day, I myself will be overseeing all tribunal cases,” Nahir said.

				Oh, my freaking god. A look to Winn suggested he’d had a similar thought.

				“Madeline has chosen Winford—”

				“No, he’s mine. She can’t pick him.”

				“There is no rule that suggests he cannot play truth sayer to both parties,” Nahir said. “So, say you. Whom shall you choose?”

				“I pick Winn. Like always.”

				Raven and Josie both shook their heads as Nahir said, “Very well.”

				I really didn’t like the negativity floating around the few people I trusted, Raven not included in that list. “Why do you guys keep shaking your heads?”

				Nahir thrust a clipboard into my hand. “Our third party shall be determined later. This party shall be neutral to both since the chosen party is the same.”

				“Yeah, whatever, okay, but why—”

				“Sign here,” Nahir pointed to a signature.

				“Mac—” Winn said as I scrawled my name on the line. “Dammit, you should have read that first.”

				“You owe me a dollar. Maybe five for that,” I said.

				Nahir smiled at me.

				Winn took the paper from me, his lips moving in silence as his gaze traveled the length of the huge paragraph at the bottom. His head tilted up as he began to shake it. “Mac.” The clipboard fell to the table. He ran a hand through his hair.

				“What?”

				“June twenty-third is thirty eight days from now. Thirty eight days where you and I can’t even speak to each other.”

				“What? No!” I stood, prepared to knock a few faces flat. Across from me, Nahir smirked, Raven’s head hung, and Josie looked like she wanted to cry. “Why didn’t you say something! God! This rule you have is the stupidest!” I stormed around the room, faces turning toward me, conversation stopping. “Undo it,” I said.

				“That is not possible.” Nahir held up the page. “Once a contract is signed, it cannot be undone.”

				A scream broke from me.

				Arms held on to me. “Mac, it’s okay.” Winn’s voice soothed even as pain seared my heart.

				“No, it’s not. That’s like all our time together.” I faced Winn, my heart pounding and hurting in my chest.

				He spun me around so we faced each other. “Then, we’ll make the most of the eleven days after.”

				With his hands on my cheeks, I shook my head. “No. I change my mind. I don’t want this. Just let her do whatever! She wins. I don’t care!”

				“It is too late, Mackenzie,” Nahir said. “Both parties agreed.”

				Fury bubbled up until the need to strangle someone, namely Nahir, filled my mind.

				“Go, Mac,” Winn said. “Go with Suze and kick down some trees or something.”

				I almost wanted to laugh, but the sound would have been more like a strangled hyena than anything human or non-human.

				A hand—not Winn’s—took mine. It pulled me away from him, our fingertips sliding against each other until we held on no longer, and I walked backwards, guided by Suze until we reached the doors.

				Our gazes never unlocked.

				The moment, passing as it did, made me think of what would come.

				• • •

				Suze guided me until we reached the outer doors. “You go with me. Winn can get himself home.”

				I spun and ran for my car. If Suze followed, I didn’t hear him, but he ended up in the passenger seat, all squished like a Roly poly. After a rev of the engine, I raced through the opposite parking spot, down the road and through the guardhouse gate, happy it had already been raised—a credit to Suze’s forward thinking.

				Around, down and faster than I should have driven, I floored the accelerator and sped my way through town and to the cemetery.

				No matter what, someone would be there, ready for a fight. Vampire. Demon. Goblin. One of the night creatures. Something with bite. Someone evil.

				I jerked the car to a stop and jumped out, slamming the door behind me. Into the cemetery, I ran, running right to the middle. “If you want me, come and get me.”

				I hadn’t fought in ages and as the blood pumped through my veins and I breathed in and exhaled, choosing Suze’s Destroyer demon form, my body sizzled with electricity, with power, and with a need for vengeance.

				It would be good to feel this for a long time.

				“Come on! You know you want me.” Adrenaline rushed through my veins, filling me with an excitement I hadn’t had in far too long. “Or are you all chicken?” Around me life moved on, cars drove by Primrose, and Suze sat on a headstone, one knee draped over the other, his hands clasped around them. “Why isn’t anyone coming?” I asked him.

				His head bobbled. “You outed yourself with blondie and with the tribunal form. So, now everyone knows who you are and what you are. And … you’re too close to the decision date. So, no one wants to kill you now. If they did, they’d be fried up and eaten. Or that’s what I’d do to them anyway.”

				I jumped up, stretching my legs, landing hard and grabbing a stick. “How—no, never mind.” It spun through the air, cutting the black with a whoosh as a shadow stepped in from around my tree.

				“Hello, Mackenzie.”

				“Awe, Dad. What’re you doing here?”

				“You’re looking for an opponent. I’m willing.”

				You can’t fight me. You’re human. I’d crush you like a—”

				He spun around and snatched the stick right out of my hands. “I may not be a vampire, or even a witch, but I have my talents.”

				Suze stood. “Whoa, Mac. That was … a little too easy. You’re losing your touch. And he’s only human.”

				“How did you know where to find me, and why are you here?” I asked.

				Rory lifted his chin a bit. “I have my ways.”

				Mom. “I don’t want to fight you. I want—” The stick smacked me in the side. “Ow.”

				Even in the dark, under the light of the moon, he smiled. “Come on, Mac. Did you know you were named for my mother? She was a right charmer with a wicked left hook.”

				My anger deflated a notch. “How would I know that? No one tells me jack.”

				He moved closer. “Her last name was Mackenzie. She married a Thorne and thus you were given just a little of me and a lot of your mother.” Another notch of perpetual irritation faded. He came closer still. When he stood in front of me, he said, “Now it’s my turn to help train you a little.”

				Before I could act, his leg swung around and behind my knees.

				My body lifted from the ground and landed with a thunk.

				Suze’s laugh would have been heard on the other side of town.

				I scrambled to a stand. “I’ll hurt you. You should just leave.”

				“You’re able to choose your form based on your opponent type, right?” He circled around me, inching his way around headstones as I tracked him with my eyes.

				“Yeah, so.”

				“Then, fight me. I’ve trained in the martial arts. Bring on your best in a manner which would be my opposing force.”

				I shook my head. “I don’t want you hurt.”

				“You won’t hurt me. I—”

				“Don’t promise. Ever. Never promise anything. It’s dangerous.” Even as I asked him not to, I circled as he did. With another inhale and an exhale, I released the inner demon and returned to my human form. If he wanted a fight, I’d give him one, but I’d be fair.

				“I wasn’t going to promise. I was going to say, I’ll tell you if you are.” That stick he’d stolen from me flew at me like a knife.

				I dodged, diving toward the ground and rolling behind a headstone. As big as they all were, it would hide me with ease. “You really want to do this?”

				“It’s what I’m here for.” His voice came from the left. “And it’s the least I can do. Sometimes, talking on a chair isn’t the answer, and tonight, I believe you when you say you need this.” As he spoke, his voice came from my back and afterward, from the right.

				“It’s your funeral.” I stood, prepared to launch a rock at his feet.

				He, too, stood right in front of the headstone. His hands reached out and grabbed my extended arm, twisting until I faced the opposite direction.

				Damn. He’s fast. With a pull, I launched myself forward, bringing my dad with me, up and over my head. He must have spun in midair as he landed on both feet on the ground.

				“How?” I asked.

				“Lots of training.” He went into a crouch; I did the same.

				Still, something inside me didn’t want to exert all my strength. After all, I’d just met him. Losing him didn’t fall on my priorities list. We moved opposite each other, left and right. Right and left.

				He egged me on with a wave of his hands. “Come on, Mac. Get it out of your system.”

				Suze appeared at our side as if by magic, two staffs in-hand. “She likes sword fighting.” He tossed one to my dad and one to me.

				Dad spun it around, sending whizzing sounds through the air. I mirrored his actions, backing up and repositioning myself. On a thrust, I jabbed it toward him.

				The ding of metal vibrated the air around us. Our staffs slid against one another, pressing forward until I pushed him back. “See? I’m stronger.”

				He swung out. His twist barely missed my nose, the air rushing by no more than a centimeter away. “Holy—”

				“Don’t say it!” Suze called out.

				I laughed even as I jabbed. My dad parried. I thrust. He met me in the center. Around and around we went, sending the sound of metal into the air and hitting a few headstones in the process.

				“Gonna have to fix that,” Suze would say every once in a while.

				We moved through the cemetery, along the open walkways, not treading on any of the tombs.

				Jab. Parry. Spin. Thrust. Repeat.

				Over and over, we circled and jumped, landed and fell.

				Every time I stood, my dad did, too.

				Sweat coated my brow. My muscles ached. Breath heaved in my chest.

				The same reflected back at me.

				In my dad.

				My dad.

				Dad.

				A human willing to risk his life for a girl he had little time to spend with. Yet, he’d offered me time. He’d given me what I wanted even though he and I both knew not much remained between us.

				I stopped and held up my hand, shaking from the exertion.

				Dad did the same, inhaling and exhaling air at a pace to match a hummingbird.

				“Uncle,” I said.

				“What?” Suze said. “You’re giving up? Mac Thorne is giving up?”

				My dad’s lips curved to one side. “Why?”

				“Because I figured out what this little event is telling me.”

				“And what’s that?” Dad asked wiping under his nose with the back of his hand.

				“Any time I get to spend with Winn is good. Right?”

				Dad plunked the end of the staff into the soil, a grin replacing his previous neutral expression. He gave me a nod. “And my work here is done.”

				I stabbed my heel into the ground. “Thanks.”

				“You’re welcome.” He inhaled deeply as if trying to regulate this breathing. “One more thing.”

				My eyebrows winged up.

				“I wanted you to know that your sister is in the in-between.”

				If my eyes could have bugged out of my head, they would have. “How—”

				“Your mother, of course.”

				The wash of relief that ran through me couldn’t have ended my horrible day better.
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				Mac

				Thirty-eight days to go …

				Learning a lesson the hard way seemed to be my way of life. I’d tried to take back the signature, to change my mind, to make the Council give me a new sheet, where I could write down new names or even forget the whole deal.

				They’d refused.

				Even my dad’s regular old human workout didn’t take away my irritation at myself, but it helped overall.

				Having a permanent shadow between the hours of two-thirty and eight a.m., though, had already become a nuisance.

				“Come on, Suze. You can trust me not to drive over to Winn’s. It’s not like he doesn’t have bodyguards keeping us apart, too.”

				Suze shook his head. “No can do, my friend. You, Winn and Blondie have to stay far, far away from each other. Can’t help it when you’re in school. You got lucky there. Even the Council can’t yank you from your education.”

				I smiled up at Suze. “Fine. Whatever. I can deal.”

				• • •

				Thirty-seven long days left …

				“What’s going on with you and Winn?” Caroline asked Tuesday morning.

				“Um … nothing, why?”

				“Because neither one of you will look at each other, yet you brush shoulders when you pass. It’s like you want to be together, but you won’t.”

				Far too observant.

				I made sure not to reach out and hold Winn’s hand or grab him for a kiss, but I didn’t realize we’d spent so much time and effort trying to not spend time together. That had to be why every time I looked his way, Maddie sent her evil-eyed glare at me.

				While in our last class of the day, I whispered, “We should find a way to sneak out and around our handlers. Yes? No? Maybe so?”

				A smile filled Winn’s face, and as soon as it did, Maddie’s hand reached into the air, shaking like some dog with fleas.

				“Yes, Maddie?” Mr. C. said.

				“May I be excused? I forgot that the Senior Council needed to meet today for last minute graduation preparations.”

				Winn’s head tipped up.

				Maddie turned in my direction and smirked.

				“Yes, absolutely.” Mr. C. faced Winn. “You, too, Mr. Thomas. Carry on.”

				A pained expression ran over Winn’s features as my heart hit my stomach. If Maddie were near me, I’d have strangled her. “Go on,” I said. “Feel free to slip her something to knock her out.”

				Winn chuckled and packed his books. On a sigh, I went back to mine, preparing for a second really long night.

				• • •

				Thirty-six incredibly long days left …

				“I can’t do this, Suze!” I stormed around his crypt that had been decorated, for some odd reason, in pink doilies. Every time I wanted to scream, even opening my eyes to the sight made me both want to laugh and gag.

				“Yes, you can. You’ve already made it through three days, now you only have—”

				“Thirty-gazillion more, Suze!” On the plush pink rug, my stomping didn’t even do any good.

				“You could go talk to your dad … you know, to get it out of your system.”

				I shook my head. “No. He’s already done what he could. I just want to be with Winn.” My shoulders slumped.

				“How badly do you want that?”

				My head snapped up. “What do you mean how badly?”

				Suze sat still. “Oh, just asking.”

				• • •

				Thirty-five pointless days to wait …

				“Psst.” Winn held out a piece of paper, folded up between his fingers.

				I slipped it from him and opened it. On it, he’d written: ‘I miss you’.

				Little tiny butterflies took flight in my heart, making it thump all weird-like.

				• • •

				Thirty beyond ridiculous days …

				“No, Mac! You can’t go over there.” Suze held me still, my butt stuck to my favorite chair while every inch of my body wanted to be somewhere else. “You’ve made it a whole eight days. A week and a day. You even survived the weekend.”

				“Yeah, but I was frickin’ bored out of my mind.”

				“But you did it. Don’t break the rules and make the situation even worse.”

				“What if I do?” I asked.

				Suze let go and tapped a finger on his chin. “Well, sometimes, when one party doesn’t do what they’re supposed to, the other gets a foul ball.”

				“A what? This isn’t baseball, Suze.”

				“What’s that term, then? Oh! Forfeit. Not foul ball.”

				“You mean, they’ll rule in favor of the other because I didn’t follow the rules?”

				He nodded. “That’s what I’ve heard, anyway.”

				“Ugh.” I dropped my head to the table with a thud. “Maybe that would be better. Then, at least, it would be over with.”

				

				Winn

				Nine days done means twenty-nine days left. I can do this.

				My weekend had sucked. After Zoe died, I’d had Mac to keep me company. Without Mac, all the feelings, emotions, everything that I’d managed to push down, bubbled up to the top. Two whole days without school meant two whole days without her. No phone. No texts. No communication of any kind.

				“How was your weekend?” Maddie asked as we walked into our first class of the day.

				“Bite me,” Mac said.

				Maddie laughed and continued on.

				I stared at both of them.

				With four-ish weeks left, time could not pass fast enough.

				• • •

				Twelve days complete. Wow. Still twenty-six days left.

				No matter where I went, except within the walls of the school, I had someone hovering. First had been Josie. Then Raven. Magwa. Cleo. Robin, whose stomach made me think she’d literally eaten a beach ball. While they rotated in and out a little, it seemed they all had a plan to be there and make sure Mac and I got no more time together than Maddie and I. Less, since Maddie kept pulling me into meetings.

				Mac sat with her head on her arm, on her desk, as Mr. Clark discussed the final grading for the presentations and how everyone had done a great job.

				The clocked ticked in time with our teacher’s words, and I began to hum in my head along with each movement of the second hand.

				Life could not get more boring.

				• • •

				Sixteen complete. Twenty-two incomplete.

				With graduation closing in, Maddie managed to get even more time with me than Mac. We only shared two classes, anyway, but in each, we sat close enough to pass notes back and forth like fourth graders.

				Her latest said, ‘I hate this’, to which I responded, ‘Me, too’. I wanted to add ‘Next time, read the contract before you sign it’, but figured I didn’t need to rub in her rash decision.

				Mac held out her fingers in the aisle during our last class, waiting for me to pass the same paper we’d been handing back and forth every day. At least we had that.

				Her turn.

				• • •

				Welcome to the weekend and day seventeen.

				Two days of emptiness didn’t even seem fair. After so many days, we may have gotten more used to our enforced separation, but the gloating from Maddie made me want to pinch her lips shut. Every time she passed me, she smiled. Every time she went by Mac, she smirked. The subtle change in her expression had never been missed.

				Sitting in my room, nine a.m. turned into ten and eleven to eleven thirty and eleven thirty-one.

				Rolling over on my bed didn’t speed up time.

				Getting food only killed five minutes.

				Showering spent ten.

				Flipping through channels on the television took almost fifteen only because of the huge number of options we had. I hadn’t ever watched much. Zoe had.

				Rather than stare at any more useful shows, I went upstairs and stood in Zoe’s doorframe.

				Dad hadn’t moved a single item in her room. I stepped in and breathed in my sister—her perfume, body lotion or whatever. I could almost believe she sat bouncing on her bed, kicking out her legs and laughing like some crazed banshee at something Dad or I did.

				At her dresser, I fingered the necklace I’d given her for her fifth birthday; too small to wear around her neck, she’d hung it on one of her trees. Pictures lined her mirror. Me. Mac. Her friends. Clara, who had also died. Their other friend, too. A three-for-one accident that changed my life forever.

				At her bedroom window, I stared out at the vastness of our lawn, extending down and to the pond, where I’d never taken Mac, but had fished for tadpoles with my sister. I remembered us sitting on the edge, dipping our toes in the water, making ripples go out into the middle with me trying to explain to her why those ‘lines in the water’ happened and her telling me our toes didn’t do it, the mermaids did.

				She’d been open to so many fantasies back then. I could only wish I’d known so we could have shared more.

				I sat on the side of her bed, the frame screeching a little with my weight.

				“I miss you, too, Zoe.” I slid down to the floor and dropped my head into my hands.

				• • •

				Night before graduation day and only sixteen more to go …

				I walked down the silent stairs and landed on the first floor, where my Dad and Josie—my latest keep-me-away-from-Mac-guard—ate dinner.

				The fact that I even made it to school on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday surprised me. Sunday had been terrible. My heart had hurt, and without Mac around to take me away from my own thoughts, I’d found myself in an almost constant depression.

				“Good evening, Winn,” she said, coffee cup in hand. “Any plans for this evening?”

				I could have called any of my other friends to bring me out of my funk, but I didn’t want to impose on them given my mental state. Dad tried to get me to do stuff with him, even offered to take me to the mountains or beach, but I wanted to be around in case anything changed.

				Maddie took up most of my time at school, irritating me more and more with each passing day. Resentment took over anger, though I put some of that on Mac, too. If she had just read the stupid document first, we could have avoided the whole scenario.

				“No,” I said after too long. “No plans.” I stood there, as bored and unmotivated as ever and nearly picked up the chocolate pop-tart on the counter. “Why are these here?”

				The day had finally ended, dragging on and on for ages, but still passing the requisite number of hours. Though the last two were all graduation practice for Saturday, and Mac and I had spots in line not too far from each other, so we did get a chance to talk. A little.

				“Why are what here?” Dad asked.

				“These.” I picked up the box.

				“I thought you’d like them,” Josie said.

				“But I don’t eat chocolate … or much of it. And Zoe hated the fake taste.”

				“Ah, well, then. Know anyone else who would enjoy a bit of the cocoa plant?” Josie sipped from the mug, a smile not hidden by the cup. “You could, perhaps, give them to … her?”

				I stared up at her. Is she saying what I think she’s saying?

				“Or perhaps Suze would enjoy them,” she added.

				She is. Oh, my god, she’s letting me go see Mac. I ran for the door and my Jeep.

				“Midnight, Cinderella, and no later,” Dad called from behind me.

				

				Mac

				“Where are you, Suze?”

				He’d told me to get to his place by six, or he’d have to send a few not-so-nice-demons my way. I’d forced myself to comply by staying home until five—Alina’s official guardian-like shift change time. Of course, as I walked out, she said, “Lucas will be expecting you back here at midnight,” which didn’t make sense, if I had to stay at Suze’s.

				I’d given up trying to understand the Council or their rules. If they wanted me one place, why send me somewhere else?

				Ambling through Suze’s place, the lack of pink made me all happy again. Not only could he not keep to his own attire, the constant shift in everything in his crypt wigged me out a little. He’d transitioned to teals and blues, more my style than his. A huge wide-screen T.V. waited to be turned on. A black leather couch needed to be sat upon.

				“Suze?” A peek in his makeshift bedroom found his bed made, fake windows streaming in light. I didn’t know how he let in light with a basement-like home under a cemetery.

				“Okay, Suze. I’m just going to sit here like a good girl and pretend I have—”

				The upstairs door opened and shut.

				I moved to the kitchen table and sat, my hands clasped together. If nothing else, I could fake being that ‘good girl’.

				The weight of the feet moving down the steps didn’t match Suze’s, though, nor did the pace.

				Hair on the back of my neck stood up. I jumped from my seat, ensuring its silence, and shifted into vampire—at least then I could fight just about anyone even, in the enclosed space.

				“Hello?”

				Winn.

				I shifted back to me and said, “Winn!”

				With two steps, I reached the landing, and Winn descended the last of the steps, appearing in front of me with his hand outstretched. “These are for you.”

				I took the Pop-Tarts box. “You brought me chocolate?”

				His smiled brought out my own. “Someone suggested you … or Suze … might be hungry.”

				“Someone?”

				He moved closer, his hands running up my arms and to my neck. “Yeah. Someone.” His lips touched mine; they pressed; they crushed.

				My arms went around him, dropping the box on the way. I jumped and wrapped my legs around his waist. He backed up to the wall, our fingers traveling over one another, our lips merging and blending, desperate for the others’ touch—at least me for him.

				When we separated to breathe, we didn’t move far. No more than a millimeter of air kept our lips apart.

				“We’re breaking some big rules, here, you know,” I said.

				“Rules are made to be broken, right?”

				“You sure you’re Winn Thomas? The one who would never—” I kissed him rather than continue—his groan a sigh at my mouth.

				He nipped at my lip.

				“Suze is going to be back any minute,” I said. “But … I could lock him out.”

				Winn nodded against my forehead. I pulled away, raced up the stairs and ran my hand over the door, frame and the Mickey Mouse statue. It would seal, not letting anyone in until I let them, or I called for Suze.

				Back down in the crypt, standing on the level surface, I stared at Winn.

				“I have to be back at midnight. Dad even called me Cinderella.” He moved to me and took me in his arms again.

				“I’ll take what I can get.” I arched my neck, letting him follow the line to my collarbone with his lips. “Maybe it’s a test. To see if we’d get together, or not.”

				“Now you want to think logically?” His nibbles along my chin sent tingles through me.

				“Not really. But I kinda screwed up before—”

				Winn huffed a laugh but carried on with his exploration.

				“So, if you’re willing to take it, I am,” I said.

				“Are you?” His gaze met mine, intensity looming within his deep brown eyes.

				He’d know what I meant.

				He always did.

				“Totally,” I said.

				With me still in his arms, we walked toward the couch, bypassing it and stealing our way to the frame of Suze’s bedroom door. He’d said, ‘Mi casa es su casa’ on many occasions.

				“Totally willing,” I said again.
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				Mac

				The noise in the football stadium came not only from the huge number of students, staff and family members, but from the five-hundred or so of us graduating.

				I sat two chairs away from Winn during practice, but we’d bribed the students between us to switch until we went up to be given our diplomas.

				Of course, Maddie must have seen since she turned around a few times, sending daggers of irritated glares my way. I’d dropped to the pettiest level ever and stuck my tongue out at her.

				“You’d make Zoe proud,” Winn said, “but seriously, every time you do that, I want a repeat of last night.”

				In his blue cap and gown, with his ribbons and assortment of other academic nonsense, he couldn’t have been cuter.

				Absence may make the heart grow fonder, but Winn in or out of formal dress made mine do a loopedy-loop.

				“Welcome students!”

				Cheers rang out as our Principal began the speech he’d started four or five times over the previous week.

				“It’s been a long road, hasn’t it?”

				Calls of ‘Yes’ and whistles zinged through the air.

				“Then let’s get this ceremony going!”

				• • •

				Three too-short hours later, I stood with Alina and Suze. For obvious reasons, Lucas didn’t attend.

				“I am so very, very proud of you, Mackenzie,” Alina said.

				As she hugged me, I scanned the crowds, hoping I’d see my dad. “Thanks, Mom,” I said.

				“Your mother would be incredibly proud, too. I’m sure she’s watching through whatever means she, as a goddess, has, and probably smiling and clapping and simply enjoying this moment.”

				I nodded against her, still searching. Instead of Dad, I found Winn with Bernie and Josie, Caroline and Pete, and several other students.

				Even after the whole of the last year, I still stood mostly alone. Mom watching from some unknown plane didn’t cut it. I wanted her there, or in her stead, Dad.

				Maddie had a gaggle of geese around her, as I termed them in my mind since several seemed to cluck over her. Then again, that would be chickens. I snorted out a laugh.

				“What’s so funny?” Suze asked.

				“Nothing.”

				“I believe someone is looking for you.” Alina pointed behind me.

				I spun, hoping to see Winn. My smile came out just as natural. “Hi,” I said.

				He moved in and those big arms went around me. “Your mother would be so proud.”

				“People keep saying that.” Heat seeped into my cheeks as my heart soared with happiness that he’d come. Knowing he’d outed himself, I hoped the Council wouldn’t take some unnecessary, ridiculous, or downright evil action against him. Josie had promised they wouldn’t, but I didn’t trust any of them.

				“I’m proud, too, by the way. If you didn’t already know.” He let go and held me at arm’s length. “You look so much like her.” He blinked fast as if trying to beat back tears.

				“We’re having a little dinner thing tonight at my house … if you want to come,” I said.

				“It would be an absolute pleasure.” He held out his elbow. I slipped my arm through as both a smile and a pang combined. I’d wanted to celebrate with Winn.

				At least I’d have my dad.

				

				Winn

				Our middle-of-the-road meet-up had been enough—at least on the surface. Hiding the constant need that plagued me took far more effort. Without school, I only had home or the library to pass time. I threw myself into her book again, reading between every line I could in an attempt to prepare for the trial. I even searched the library in the hopes I’d find something else, another book, something made-up even, to tell me just how it would all happen.

				The weather had progressively worsened all week with tornado warnings and thunderstorms almost every day. As I lay on my bed reading my notes—again— rumbles shook the house.

				Disbelief ran through me at the thought I would be a part of Maddie’s fate—and Mac’s. One accusation thrown at the other, and someone had to vet the truth.

				Nahir. Me. Some third party I didn’t know.

				For sixteen days, I searched, read, met with Raven, Cleo, Robin, Magwa and Nomas. Even went to see Saroya, Lucas and Felix. I wanted every bit of information they had about trials.

				Unfortunately, not all of them had been privy to one as they hadn’t been chosen as overseers.

				Nahir most often took the Council’s spot, and since they’d never had both accusers select the same person, the third party would be revealed right at the last minute.

				The knock on my door took me away from my laptop. “Are you ready, Winn?” Josie asked.

				I turned toward her, switched to my clock and noted the hour. Seven. “Wow. Got late fast.” I’d been so engrossed in every bit of mythological lore that I hadn’t realized time actually passed. “Yeah. I’m ready. I just hope Mac is.”

				• • •

				Ripples of uncertainty tortured me as I walked through the humidity-laden darkness, with Josie and my dad, across the parking lot toward the Council’s sanctuary. Every parking space held a car, but according to Josie, the three judge-and-jury members would have already arrived, so I only expected three plus the Council—a total of fifteen-ish.

				“Why—” I started.

				“Are there so many people?” Josie finished for me.

				“Yeah.”

				“My guess is that some have heard the Changeling herself has come under fire, as well as the daughter of a Council member.”

				“I got the impression, from Mac, that people didn’t know who she was.”

				Josie nodded. “She’s the first ever Changeling to bring about a tribunal. With a human judge. Unfortunately, those documents are public and all now know who she is, who you are and our kind have become very, very curious. In all our history, this experience has never happened.”

				Goodie.

				We continued walking until we reached the entry doors. Big, muscular demons guarded them as onlookers streamed from their cars, hoping, I guessed, to get a glimpse of Mac, or to participate somehow in the event.

				“This is closed-door, right? No audience?”

				“You’ll be fine, Winn,” Josie said. “Your job is to listen, ensure the truth is ascertained and assist the other two in making a final decision.”

				She hadn’t answered my question. “Yeah, I get that, but with Nahir, don’t you think—”

				“Nahir will be fair. He has everything to lose should he not be.”

				We passed through the open doors and into a silent foyer. Nahir himself, dressed in colorful robes that shimmered a little like his dragon’s scales, stood at the double doors to the chamber.

				He gave me a little bow. “Welcome, Master Thomas.”

				“Hi,” I said.

				“Now that we have all arrived, let us begin.” Nahir pushed open the door and held it.

				Josie and my dad both nodded me ahead of them, and I walked through.

				Gwen turned from the front seat, her Suze-sized form shrunk down to something more like human, flowing robes like Nahir’s trailing around her. I’d expected the clothes, but the red hair that had once been purple, the simplicity to her style and all fitting with a face I would never forget, she looked more regal than the mix she’d once claimed.

				“Winn.” She held out a very human-looking hand, adorned with a simple ring on her third, left finger.

				Who are you really? Why did they pick you? So many questions ran through my mind. “Uh … hi,” I said, standing taller than her for the first time.

				“I’m sure you’re surprised to see me in this form.” Her smile warmed me through.

				“A little. You look …”

				“Different?”

				My dad warned me never to insult a girl—woman. “Prettier?”

				Gwen laughed to the ceiling, a sound as sweet as anything I’d heard before. “Winn, Winn. You are adorable. Always have been.” She took my hand.

				Nahir approached. “Are we ready?”

				“Ah … I have a few questions,” I said.

				Gwen let me go. “What would you like to know?”

				The way she talked made me want to lean into her. I hadn’t experienced that sensation around her before—she’d always just been Suze’s girlfriend.

				Shaking off my mental assessment, I said, “I just wanted to know what to do, actually.”

				Nahir coughed into a fist. “I shall ask questions based on the information provided by each party until we assess who is telling the truth.”

				“What if they both are?”

				Nahir’s head jiggled. “One is always lying.”

				“But what if?”

				“Master Thomas, you’ll need to trust me. One is always lying.”

				“And how do we tell?” I asked.

				Gwen laid a hand on my shoulder. “My dear boy, each will have been given the drink of truth by Magwa upon their arrival. From there, we listen.”

				“That’s it?”

				“Yes.”

				“Why do you need four—I mean three—judges, then? If the truth is obvious.”

				Gwen smiled at me. “Is the truth ever obvious? You’ve been chosen by both parties because they trust you. You’ll listen for their facts.”

				“What about you?” I asked Gwen.

				“I shall ensure the truths by all parties.”

				As usual, what they said they’d do, and how they’d do it, didn’t make any logical sense. ‘Go with it’ had been Mac’s mantra from day one, and it seemed, perhaps, I should follow along. “Okay. I’m ready, then.”

				

				Mac

				Two massive guards led me into the chamber where Nahir, Winn and Gwen, of all people, sat behind the semi-circular Council table. The room no longer held an ominous gloom, thanks to Raven’s redecorating efforts, and I almost wanted to laugh thinking about how un-evil it looked with all the white.

				The guards pushed me to one of two big, wooden chairs better suited to a death chamber than the Council’s chamber.

				When we reached the back-to-back duo of seats, they walked me around to the far one, pushed me in and within a second, my wrists were encircled by metal clasps, and restraints went around my ankles.

				“I presume the other chair is for—”

				“There will be no talking until we are ready,” Nahir said.

				The doors opened and closed again, footsteps growing louder and closer.

				“Is she here, yet?” Maddie’s jabber carried with her. “Because if I have to—”

				“Silence!” Nahir’s booming voice echoed through the space.

				Ha! Sucker. Gotta be quiet.

				Behind me, the sound of big locks clanking into place reminded me of mine. I wondered why they strapped us to the chair. The answer probably came from the two glasses, bubbling with a blue-green froth, on the Council’s new table.

				Potions that are going to make me vomit.

				Nahir stood. “Madeline Adele Parker, you have agreed to partake in a truth ritual, whereby your answers to our questions will ascertain whether you’ve been wronged, in what way, and by whom. Do you agree to this?”

				“Yes,” she said all prim and proper.

				“Maya Mackenzie Thorne—”

				“Yeah, me too.” Why waste time?

				“Miss Parker, you’re aware that, if you are found at fault with regard to Miss Thorne’s claims, the consequences will be determined by Miss Thorne herself.”

				Oh, yeah, baby.

				“I am aware.” She answered with complete confidence.

				“And Miss Thorne, you’re aware that if you are found at fault—”

				“Yadda, yadda, yes.” I had to stop myself as the catch in my throat threatened to break my confidence. I didn’t want Maddie getting anywhere near me but given I’d signed the paperwork, as Winn put it, I had no choice.

				With a cough, Nahir said, “And finally, should you be found lying—”

				How’s that possible, if we have to drink a truth serum?

				“—extreme measures will be undertaken to extract the truth.”

				“I am,” Maddie said.

				“Sure, sure.” What drastic measures? And again, how can someone lie if they drink a truth serum? Maybe I should ask. No, screw it. Not worth it. I have nothing to hide.

				“Very well, then.” Nahir approached, bringing the drinks with him. He went to Maddie first. “All of it in one, Miss Parker.” A swallow followed. A sigh after. A belch like nobody’s business came last.

				That, I can deal with despite the grossness.

				Nahir appeared in front of me, drink in hand. “All of it in one, Miss Thorne.” He held the cup up to my lips.

				With a deep inhalation, I sucked it down.

				Blueberry flavored.

				Preparing for the belch, I waited.

				Nothing happened.

				At the gurgle of my stomach, I knew. “Oh, god, I’m going to—” A bucket appeared in front of my face a second before I threw up everything I’d drank as well as most of the chocolate shake I’d consumed before Alina had hustled me to the car. My head throbbed; so did my stomach.

				Gwen’s face appeared in my line of vision. I blinked back the tears at my complete embarrassment, the taste still in my mouth, and the fact I’d probably have to drink more to get it into my system. “You’ll survive, Mackenzie.” She ran a hand down my hair. “Deep breaths and all will be well.”

				Right. Easy for you to say. At least my stomach stopped its protest faster than any other time.

				“She’ll be fine.” Gwen patted my head as I sat back. “We do not need to administer any additional serum.”

				Nahir rapped his gavel which sent shivers down my spine. “To begin, you will speak only when asked a question. You will answer only the question asked. You may not speak to each other, or to us, except when spoken to. You may not respond to any statement made by the other party in defense or offense. You may not ask any questions of each other, or us. We’ll begin by a restatement of your name followed by your ethnicity. Begin.”

				Ethnicity? If my head didn’t already hurt, I’d have snorted at him.

				“Madeline Adele Parker, gob—half goblin.”

				I figured with her silence, I should speak. “Maya Mackenzie Thorne. Chosen one.”

				Maddie’s guffaw earned us a rap of Nahir’s gavel—the one I’d wanted to burn in a fiery blaze ages ago.

				“While technically correct, we request your proper ethnicity.”

				“Changeling,” I said as flat as possible.

				“For the record, Miss Thorne, in what form do you come to these proceedings?” Nahir asked.

				On a sigh, I said, “Human.”

				“Now, we may begin. Madeline, please state your grievance.”

				Maddie cleared her throat with an audible scratchiness. “Mac—Mackenzie, I mean, has openly consorted with a human to the point she has exposed our secret to humans. That breaks the first rule of the immortal.” With a cough, Maddie said, “In addition, she verbally accosted my mother, a Council member, in my presence, accusing me of acts I did not commit. That’s slander, as well.”

				Throw in a few human issues why don’t you Maddie?

				“Mackenzie, please state your grievance.”

				“Can being an—” I so wanted to say ‘ass’ but went with, “idiot, be classified as a grievance?”

				Maddie huffed. Nahir beat his gavel on the table.

				“Fine, fine. I accuse Madeline of using a substance to drug a human.” In reality, I could only point to her on that one instance, but I’d told Alina, I’d be going for gold. “I also accuse her of drugging me, ‘The Chosen One’, and Winford Richmond Thomas, the same person she accuses me of exposing our secret to. I further accuse her of stealing my book, the only history of a Changeling that exists, and … of trying to steal my boyfriend.” If she could go human, I would, too.

				“Now, we will ask a series of questions to ensure the integrity of your truthfulness,” Nahir said. “Madeline, please tell me that your blouse is blue.”

				“My blouse is—” She stopped. “My blouse is—” Shuffling on the chair. “My blouse is—I can’t!”

				“Very well,” Nahir said. “Mackenzie, the same.”

				“My—” The words stoppered in my mouth.

				“Miss Thorne, please continue. My blouse is blue.”

				“My—look, dude, I don’t wear blouses. If you want me to say my shirt is—” I fought hard to say ‘red’. “—well, obviously that’s not going to work, either.”

				“I believe your point is made, Nahir. Carry on,” Gwen said.

				Paper shuffled on the table. “At this time, we’ll ask a series of questions …” At that moment, I defocused my mind and let the words play through.

				Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.

				Over and over and over and over.

				Me to Maddie. Me to Maddie. Me to Maddie.

				Question after question after question.

				How much time passed, I couldn’t even have guessed. Hours? Days? Maybe even months for all I knew.

				Nahir asked questions. Gwen asked questions. Winn stayed silent.

				“Madeline,” Gwen began, “were you aware Mackenzie is the Changeling?”

				“No,” Maddie said.

				“Do you admit to taking the book Mackenzie mentions in her grievance?”

				“Yes, but it was a book in the library. Anyone could have taken it.”

				“Please only answer the question asked,” Nahir said.

				“Explain, please, this notion that the book was simply a library resource,” Gwen said.

				Maddie coughed once. “Well … I figured since Winn got it from the library, it was shareable, and I was just going to return it. Besides, since it’s about our kind, I’m authorized to read it.”

				What a ridiculous ass. You can’t take someone’s library book. Even I know that.

				Nahir and Gwen hmm’d as she explained.

				“Mackenzie, do you openly admit Winn Thomas knows about your status in the immortal?”

				“Yeah.” They never asked about his binding that Alina did, so I didn’t mention it.

				Questions about Suze carried on. My Mom. My sister. Me. Winn. My friends.

				Repeated with Maddie. Moira. Phelps, her dad.

				“Madeline, what was the name of the last movie you saw in the theatre?” Gwen asked.

				“Vampire Hunter,” Maddie said.

				“Mackenzie, same question,” Gwen said.

				“Not a clue.” I really didn’t remember because I never paid attention but just went to it with Winn.

				A few chuckles left the audience.

				“I shall rephrase,” Gwen said. “On which date did you attend your last movie.

				That night, I remembered well. “The night my sister was found in the hospital.” Winn and I had gone to the movies after our dinner at Dulces, but I’d been so preoccupied with him, I didn’t pay one bit of attention to the cartoon.

				A deep sigh came from Winn—the first emotion or expression he’d made through the constant questioning.

				“Madeline, the expression two plus two can be best represented by?” Nahir asked.

				Maddie giggled. “Four.”

				“Mackenzie, the expression two plus two can be best represented by?” Nahir asked again.

				Really? The questions jumped around a lot, but two plus two seemed a little ridiculous especially since Maddie had already answered.

				“Mackenzie? Your answer?”

				“A kid.”

				“Mackenzie!” Nahir rapped the gavel repeatedly.

				A soft laugh came from behind me as Gwen said, “No, no. Explain, Mackenzie.”

				Huh? “Well … when a man loves a woman and they do the deed, out pops the complete representation of their union. So … two plus two equals a squirt, no matter whether it’s human or halfling or immortal.” I assumed the question-changing tactic kept the answers from growing too easy and the mind from preparing an answer to the follow-on.

				Throughout it all, Winn remained quiet, and I wished I could see him.

				“Mackenzie, were you a witness to the use of magic at a Valentine’s Day party you hosted?” Nahir asked.

				“Yeah. I was.” Everyone except Winn and I had supposedly been wiped of the memory, though with Maddie being non-human, I presumed she could remember, too.

				“Madeline, from where did the magic emanate?” Nahir asked.

				“The magic emanated from Ridge,” Maddie said.

				Ridge hadn’t performed any magic. According to Suze, he’d been tested and found he had no connection at all to the magic fireball.

				“Maddie’s lying,” Winn said from out of nowhere.
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				Winn

				“I’m what?” Maddie asked.

				“Miss Parker, you may not speak unless spoken to.” Nahir rapped that stupid contraption in his hand. Mac had been right. Maddie had lied. “Master Thomas, would you please elaborate?”

				“In a sec. Ask the same question to Mac.”

				Nahir faced me, brows scrunched, confusion running through his eyes.

				“Please, just ask her.”

				On a sigh, Nahir asked, “Miss Thorne. From whom did the energy ball emanate?”

				“I don’t know.” The words slipped from her lips.

				Facing me again, Nahir raised an eyebrow. “Explain, Master Thomas.”

				“Emanate. The dictionary definition is ‘to issue or proceed from, or as from a source. To send forth. To emit.’ It’s like the source for a creek. Sometimes, you can’t see the creek’s source. It can be feet, yards or miles away. But … you can see the result. The stream is created from the source, but the stream does not emanate the water. Only the source does.”

				“Are you suggesting this Ridge person was not the source and therefore magic could not have emanated from him?” Gwen asked.

				I nodded. “Yes. The Council has it on record that Ridge was tested on that night and had no known magical connection, which means he was not the source of the magic. He was a conduit. Someone else was the source. So … if Maddie had her mind wiped, as was supposed to happen, she wouldn’t know what you’re talking about. And if she didn’t have her mind wiped that night, her answer could not be an affirmative unless she herself was the source or knew who the source was. She could not have given Ridge as answer because we all know he could not produce magic. And by asking Mac, we can confirm that Mac did not know from whom the magic emanated because she answered—”

				“I don’t know,” Nahir finished for me. “Well done, Master Thomas.”

				“Semantics—” Maddie started.

				Nahir beat the table with the wooden hammer. “Quiet, Miss Parker.” He rapped the gavel again. “One who cannot tell a lie cannot answer with an untruth.”

				“Maybe I didn’t understand. Emanate is a big word.”

				Gwen chuckled. Nahir cracked a smile. I gaped at both of them. “Miss Parker, were you, or were you not, the Valedictorian of your graduating class?” Gwen asked.

				“I was,” Maddie said.

				“Then, it is safe to assume you were fully aware of the definition of the word. In addition, were you not, the draught given would have prevented your answer as stated by Master Thomas.”

				“She could have done a spell or something to not have to tell the truth!” The words came out a plea.

				Nahir rapped the gavel so loud Maddie slunk back, her cheeks red. He turned to me. “Master Thomas, how can you be sure Miss Thorne is not lying just as much.”

				On a sigh, I said, “Because Mac never learned how to do any spells except the fireball in her hand. She never …” I hated saying it because it would make Mac look horrible, but it would save her butt. “… learned much else about magic.”

				A hush went through the room.

				“But she could have, correct?” Nahir asked.

				“Technically, yes. But then, so could Maddie.”

				Maddie’s jaw dropped open. She firmed it shut a second later. “That’s not—” Her voice froze.

				“Clever, clever girl,” Gwen said. “I believe there is a saying in the human teenage world … ‘the one who smelt it, dealt it’.” Gwen chuckled. “I believe you were the first to suggest a method by which one could get around the truth. Shall I assume your mother had something to do with this? The ability to neutralize the effects, and some practice, perhaps, with how exactly to answer our questions?”

				Maddie struggled in her bonds as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t.

				“Gwen, would you do the honors for the next phase?” Nahir asked.

				“It would be my pleasure.” She rose from the middle seat, walked to the doors and opened them. A second later, two guards entered.

				The straps on Maddie’s chair popped off, but she didn’t move. The two guards walked straight to her, helped her to her feet, and held her by her arms so that she faced Nahir and me.

				“At this time, your testimony has been deemed unreliable, and extreme measures will be undertaken to ascertain the truth,” Nahir said.

				Maddie struggled against their hold, a small but obvious movement; though held tight in their fists, I didn’t expect she’d get free of the brutes.

				Gwen walked to her.

				Maddie jerked in their arms. “Let me go!”

				With Gwen’s back to me, I could no longer see her expression or read into what might come. Gwen reached out, her hands up, palms to the inside.

				Maddie turned her head left, right, arched back and straightened.

				“There now, child, relax.” Gwen’s voice took on a very regal sound, one I’d expect from a queen more than a princess as she placed her hands against the side of Maddie’s head.

				I craned my neck to the left and made eye contact with Mac, who’d gone a pale white, her chest moving in and out but in more of a distressed way than I’d seen before. Getting sick probably had something to do with it.

				“Now, Madeline. Let’s begin anew, shall we? I’ll start with the most obvious question and will extract the answers myself. What I find may lead me to dive into the recesses of your mind, to seek answers not related to the claims made against you.”

				Maddie remained completely silent and absolutely motionless.

				“Let’s begin.”

				

				Mac

				Silence filled the room. I never thought before that such deep quiet, where I could only hear the breath from those around me, would be so oppressive.

				For a moment, I thought I heard the clock ticking, though one didn’t exist in the chamber, only in the hallway.

				Rather than try and see Winn, who I assumed watched everything, I let my head droop, stared at my legs, and willed the butterflies circling inside my stomach to stop.

				At a thud behind me, I whipped my head back up. I turned so I could see the tables, and found both Winn and Nahir standing.

				After another shuffle behind me, and the thud of bigger feet I presumed were the guards, Gwen said, “Very, very interesting.”

				She baffled me. I’d met her at Suze’s—as his girlfriend. She’d told me her ethnicity, even suggested it to me. I’d seen her a few times since, in exactly the same form, yet she’d changed. Her demeanor. Her tone. Her everything.

				To be able to extract truth, too? A damphyr did not have that ability.

				Gwen walked back around to her seat. “I believe Mahatma Gandhi once said, ‘An eye for an eye will only make the whole world blind’.” With her hands steepled, arms resting on the table, she nodded toward the side of the room.

				The thud of feet traipsed toward me. My chair jiggled until latches clicked, though not those holding me to it, and the chairs spun around until they faced the three judges. A moment of vertigo passed through me, sending those butterflies into flight again. Calming them took some deep breathing.

				Winn’s lips curved, but he tamped them flat.

				The guards took places to the right of me, and to the left of Maddie, who stood, motionless.

				Gwen nodded to both of us. “From this point on, you will both answer questions asked only by me.”

				My eyes darted between Nahir, Gwen and Winn.

				“It seems the two young women sitting here with us today are both at fault.”

				I sucked in air as Winn turned to Gwen. She held up a hand at him.

				“However, one’s fault comes from greed. The other’s comes from love.”

				My heart did that flippity-flop thing it did more and more.

				“Mackenzie. Are you aware who set Free upon you?”

				I shook my head.

				“Have you an idea?”

				“I always assumed it was the Council during their testing of me before I selected a teacher. But they said they didn’t do it.”

				“And you believe one Ridge Shaw sent Master Thomas into the in-between?”

				“I have no idea who did that. Winn just thought he saw Ridge, or someone who looked like him, I think.”

				Gwen smiled, giving a small nod toward Maddie. “Do you believe Miss Parker has set her sights on your young man here?”

				I firmed my lips, not wanting to show just how irritated Maddie’s blatant actions were. “Yes.”

				“Would you also say that you snubbed Miss Parker in favor of spending time with your young man?”

				“No.” I had no other answer for that.

				“Explain,” Gwen said.

				I turned to Maddie. She stared straight ahead, so I refocused and faced Gwen again. “To snub means to treat with disdain or contempt, to ignore, to reject, to rebuke. It’s an affront, a slight. A rebuff even. The dictionary is full of synonyms. I didn’t do anything deliberate until her non-verbals contradicted what she said. And only then, I simply ignored her.”

				A glance at Winn showed a small grin on his lips.

				“Miss Parker, where is the Changeling history book?” Gwen asked.

				Maddie struggled against her bonds before saying, “In my room.”

				“So, you did not return it as you so carefully explained before.”

				A gasp so silent only Gwen or I could have heard it left Maddie’s lips.

				“And why did you call up Free to attempt the kidnapping of a Changeling?”

				Maddie’s hands balled into fists. “I just—first, I didn’t know she was the Changeling. She told me that at my house. I just wanted to get her out of the way for a bit, and so I did a little incantation I found in one of my mom’s books. I didn’t know he was a demon.”

				“Do you admit to projecting magic through Ridge Shaw in order to gain Master Thomas’ affection?”

				The fist action Maddie had going made me wonder just how painful the torture of telling the truth could be. “Yes.” She slumped forward, her butt falling into the chair while her chest heaved.

				“Please explain Ridge’s involvement,” Gwen said.

				Maddie lifted her head, eyes blazing.

				“Can I talk?” I asked.

				All three heads, and Maddie’s, turned to me.

				Gwen cocked hers. “Quite unusual, but, yes, you may.”

				“I think … I get it.”

				“Get what, Miss Thorne?”

				“When I first caught up with Maddie, she approached me. She … befriended me. I didn’t have many human, or what I thought were human friends, because I didn’t want to get involved with them, but she kind of stuck. Then Caroline. Pete. Winn, of course.” I tried to wave at him, but with my wrist tied down, I only managed a fish-fin wobble. “And Zo-Zoe.” My eyes filled with tears. I dropped my head for a minute, sniffed and sat up straight. “And Zoe. I walked in after years of being an outsider, a non-entity, and took away the little bit that she had when I didn’t stay exclusively her friend.”

				A huff came from Maddie.

				“I can see where I might have pissed you off, especially when Caroline and I got closer, and Winn and I really hit it off. I can see that. Really. You tried to get Ridge to go after me to break Winn and I up, but Ridge is an idiot.”

				I’d have sworn a small chuckle came from within Maddie.

				“He’s a guy who thinks with his—well, you know. Is that why he didn’t exactly comply with some of your requests? Why he hit Winn with the energy ball at the Valentine’s Day party instead of me?”

				Maddie’s head bobbed up and down, though the muscles in her neck suggested she fought the motion.

				“You said your mom talked about me all the time. I’d say knowing you’re the smartest girl in school, but constantly hearing about me, put a third layer on a two-layer, fully-iced cake.”

				That laugh came from the crowd behind me.

				“So, if I backtrack through my memories and think about all of Ridge’s actions, I can see your intent. Sending Winn into the in-between, though, that was downright stupid. You could have killed him because you didn’t know the rules!”

				Maddie whirled, her face the picture of anger.

				“Is that why you sent your dad to help at the hospital? Because you knew you screwed up? Or so he could get information for your mom? Why even risk that if you knew he was human and the in-between is for our kind?”

				“I didn’t know it was that bad!” Her nostrils flared. “Mom was talking about this place and how it was accessed and how you were there and might never come back. I didn’t know why you went there, but I was trying to send you back. I wanted to get away from you … for a few minutes. Or a day.”

				“And what happened?”

				“Ridge was supposed to find you, say the chant and come get me. But when I left to go find him, he was standing at the end of my road mumbling nonsense, and Winn was on the ground, so I just told my mom he’d had an accident because I didn’t know what else to do, and I couldn’t leave him there.”

				“So you tried it again at the hospital. Why?”

				“Because I—because I felt like I was running out of time to tell him how much he meant to me, and every time he was around me, so were you.”

				“So you risked his life again?”

				She shook her head. “I didn’t know it was such a big deal. Mom never said it was dangerous, just a temporary location that was great for mental getaways and how hard it was to come back from. I promise, Mac. I’m not lying. I should have known my stuff wasn’t working the first time Ridge screwed up. He was supposed to send you back there in the hospital, but he got all weird. I never would have tried for that place if I’d really known about what it was. But no one tells me anything! They all think I’m some kid who doesn’t need to know stuff. I studied so hard. I got to the top of my class. I pretended to be nothing but human so I could prove my worth.”

				“Preachin’ to the choir,” I said and laughed.

				“What?” Maddie asked, confusion in her tone.

				“You don’t know anything about my last eighteen years, Maddie. You’ve had it made compared to me.”

				Her eyes went wide.

				“I’ll explain in a minute. Have you had people following me?”

				Her head moved reluctantly up and down.

				“Who?”

				“Just Ridge. Or Joe and John. They were easy to manipulate up close, and they sometimes did whatever they wanted even with my potions.”

				That explained a few of the tails or chasers I had in the last year and why Ridge didn’t follow her directions.

				“So you can do magic?”

				“Some. I’m only half-goblin, but I had a couple books, and I was teaching myself.”

				Which is why Alina said the potions were rudimentary. “I can’t think of any other answers I’m missing. Oh! Wait. Yes. Who gave you something to counteract the truth spell?”

				Maddie pinched her lips hard together as if trying to prevent herself from saying the answer.

				“I—” Gwen started but I whipped my head around and said, “I mean no disrespect, but I’d like to hear it from her.”

				On a long sigh, she said, “I made it myself.”

				Okay, now that’s cool and exactly why you’re the smartest girl at school. God, Maddie, all you had to do was talk to … me … or someone. I couldn’t say any of that, though. Wouldn’t even. Jealousy and greed pushed people to take actions they wouldn’t have otherwise. I knew.

				“What did you want to know again, about me?” I gave Maddie that question instead of my own inner feelings of regret, remorse, guilt even.

				She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “How is my life so much better than yours? Especially now that I know you are The Chosen One … the Changeling … the one—”

				“You know what I have to do in eleven days, Maddie?”

				“Pick a form? Rule the world? Get everything your heart desires?”

				“Give up Winn.”

				Her eyes narrowed.

				“Happy now?”

				

				Winn

				I couldn’t believe it. Maddie had admitted to a dozen of the questions that still lingered, and Mac talked to her like she didn’t harbor an ounce of resentment. Unlike Mac, though, I did. Maddie’s actions, direct or not, had nearly killed me, and would have if Mac hadn’t stopped her. She’d played with magic like a toddler plays with toys—banged them together to see what would happen—not paying one bit of attention to possible consequences.

				Irresponsible.

				Unimaginable.

				Childish.

				“If you’ve completed your questions, Miss Thorne, we’ll proceed to the next stage,” Gwen said.

				Nahir rose. Gwen stood. I followed, figuring I should at least act like them. “Miss Parker—”

				“Wait!” Maddie said. “She broke rules, too. Don’t I get …”

				Nahir pointed his gavel at her, but Gwen said, “From the moment I first met Miss Maya Mackenzie Thorne, I found one element in her that has never been extinguished. While the child may be crass and unruly, she is inexplicably honest, and as the overseer of this tribunal, I find she holds no untruths in her heart. You, on the other hand, have not earned the right to disagree or question me.” Gwen turned to Nahir again.

				“Per the rules of the Council,” he started, “and due to the aforementioned circumstance, your entire testimony against Miss Thorne will be removed from evidence. Punishment will be meted by your accuser.”

				“That’s not fair!” Maddie struggled again with her bonds.

				I had to agree with her. One error, and her entire future went poof like a snuffed-out candle? Didn’t people get second chances?

				What are you thinking, Winn? She nearly killed you with her actions!

				“Miss Thorne. As per our rules, you will choose the solution.”

				Maddie’s entire future rested in the hands of what I guessed most would call ‘the enemy’. She’d wronged Mac. She’d wronged me.

				“I have a question,” I said before Mac could do something. Gwen and Nahir both turned to me. With a nod of their heads, I said, “Maddie?”

				She tilted up to me.

				“I’m your friend. I’ve always been your friend. Why didn’t you just talk to me? Not about magic … but about you.”

				Big blue eyes blinked back at me. “I-I don’t know.”

				“The problem of youth,” Gwen said. “Only when you’ve been alive a few thousand years does it sink in that talking is a far greater solution than acting on one’s own presumptions. And even then, the possibility of rejection supersedes logical thought.”

				I sat back down, dropped my elbows on the table, head into my hands. People made bad choices all the time. My mom shouldn’t have chosen human. My dad and Josie couldn’t even be together. Clara’s sister drove a car and texted, killing three people. Everywhere, someone screwed up.

				“Miss Thorne,” Nahir’s gravelly voice began, “at this time, have you a decision with regard to Miss Parker?”

				“Yes,” Mac said.

				

				Mac

				In thinking about Maddie, I had a peace come over me. In thinking about Winn, anger and resentment soared. I could change the rules for her, but I couldn’t change the rules for me. At least not until I held the position, the power, and the responsibility.

				“What do you choose, Miss Thorne?” Gwen asked.

				I turned to Maddie. “You gonna screw with me again?”

				As her eyes bugged, she shook her head. “No. Never. I’m so, so sorry, Mac.”

				“You don’t need to apologize to me. You need to apologize to Winn.” I angled my head toward the front table.

				She spun to him. “I’m really, really sorry, Winn. I never—no, if I could do it all over again, I would have done things differently. Probably still wrong, but differently.”

				Winn pursed his lips but didn’t respond.

				Maddie turned back to me and said, “Thank you.”

				For what, I didn’t know.

				As much as I wanted to just let her go, I also knew that the extent of her damage had to be dealt with, somehow. “Can you let us free, please?” I asked.

				Gwen nodded to the guards still at our sides. They did something I couldn’t see, and the straps around my wrists and ankles released. Maddie stood free as well.

				My legs shook as I stood. “Where is Moira?”

				Heads turned my way.

				“Why my mom? Are you going to tell her what I did?”

				I stayed silent until Gwen did her nod-thing and the guards moved off to the door, opened it and ushered Moira in.

				“What’s going on?” she asked.

				I pointed to her seat along the Council’s table. “Sit. Please.” I added the nicety as an afterthought.

				She moved around, her gaze darting to each of us until she lowered to her chair.

				“Your turn, Maddie. Explain what you just told all of us to your mom.” I’d always heard telling parents stuff hurt worse than knives through the eyes. Didn’t want to try the second, but I had admitted to stuff I’d done to Alina and Lucas over the years. I guessed Maddie’d never done anything quite so devilish and deserved a little taste of the pain.

				Her cheeks burned bright red as she stared at me.

				Yup, you know it’s gonna hurt. “Go,” I said.

				After a ridiculously long sigh, she recapped everything we’d just talked about. Moira’s expression went from confused, to angry, shocked to flat. Her hand moved to her chest, her neck and back together, wringing with what I took to be nerves.

				At Maddie’s close, Moira just stood there.

				“What are you going to do, Mac?” Maddie asked after a long silence.

				“No more magic, Maddie.” It seemed to me she had more book smarts than common sense, so I couldn’t take the risk that she’d even accidentally hurt Winn in the future—when I couldn’t be there to save him.

				Her head slumped forward, though she bounced a little as if she understood what I hadn’t said out loud.

				“But you can keep your memories and all that. In fact, I want you to remember. And I want you to be here on July fourth.”

				“Why then?”

				Winn’ll need a friend. “So you can see how you have it better than me.”
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				Winn

				Four days. We only had four days left.

				Lying together on the bank of the small pond near the cemetery, Mac and I held hands like some summer couple. I stared up at the blue sky, wishing we could just stay in that position forever, rather than have to deal with anything at all in our lives.

				June had passed. Maddie had gone with Moira, who whisked them all out and, according to Josie, disappeared. ‘Laying low’, she’d said.

				Mac had been given a verbal reprimand from Nahir for her insolence during the trial. I thought she deserved credit for not saying more. She’d asked me to put it behind us so we could spend our last eleven days together doing whatever we wanted.

				I’d decided to take a vacation from the library. Actually, they’d suggested it, telling me I could come back any time.

				From that point on, we’d become inseparable as if waiting for doomsday to hit. I imagined the sky turning black and rockets raining down, us with nowhere to go and dying right on the field. The last day wouldn’t be anything like that, but I figured thinking of it that way would make it easier when it finally arrived.

				With a push, I rolled to Mac’s side, stared down at her instead of the sky, and rained kisses along her neck and jaw. She arched back and I moved south.

				“Ahem.”

				We broke contact and spun around. Mac’s dad stood in front of us.

				“May I?” he asked, pointing to the spot next to me.

				“Sure,” Mac said. We sat up; Rory plopped down.

				“How are you two?”

				“Fine,” we both said, though Mac added, “How did you know we were here?”

				“Josie told me. She’s worried about you both.”

				“Why?” Mac asked. “No one’s chasing me anymore. No one’s after Zoe. I’ve passed all the tests and everything. Now all I have to do is say goodbye to Winn. Easy peasy.”

				My eyebrow raised on that one.

				Her dad laughed. “Nice try. You can’t fool me with your simple words.”

				I had to agree with him, and Mac’s sigh suggested she did, too.

				After a moment of silence, Rory said, “Your mother will be joining you on the fourth.”

				Mac went rigid. She blinked a few times. “But I thought—”

				“She’s told the Council she will return,” her dad said.

				“What’s that mean for you?” Mac asked.

				Rory toyed with a blade of grass. “Once the fourth has passed, we’ll be able to reconcile.”

				“What about Zoe?”

				Mac’s dad smiled. “Your mother is a goddess, Mackenzie. In her world, she will have no problems communicating with her. It’s only in the human world that she has had problems. But …” His pause made me think he not only had more to say but more that would affect Mac—and me.

				“But what?” she asked.

				He turned to her, his gaze passing over me. “I’ve been advised to remind you, you really must take your role on the Council.”

				“By who?”

				“Whom,” I said and cringed.

				Mac rolled her eyes. “By … whom.”

				“Your mother, of course.”

				“Why wouldn’t I?”

				He sighed. “Because to do so, you have to give up Winn, and I’ve seen how dedicated you are to him. To each other. There is a fear you’ll change your mind at the last moment.”

				“I won’t—”

				“Mac.” His parental tone held a lot of heavy weight. “You’re young. You’re in love with a human. Remember, I’ve been there—on the other side. It’s very, very, very hard to let go.”

				Her jaw clenched and released. “Don’t you think I know that?” She stood, and her dad and I did the same. “I know what I’m supposed to do, what I was born to do, what everyone expects of me. I’ve said I’d do it, and I will. Yet, nobody believes me. Hell, maybe I don’t believe me, anymore.” Mac’s arms flailed as she walked away and back, to the water and up the small hill. “Maybe all this talk of this decision will just make me change my mind. Screw the Council. Screw the rules. Maybe I’ll just choose like the last couple of Changelings and go human. Since everyone thinks I will, maybe I will and that’s what will work to change the world. I won’t be a part of it.” She grabbed my hand a pulled me back toward the road.

				“Mac.” I tugged on her wrist. “Come on. I’m sure—”

				She whirled. “You’re sure what, Winn? That this isn’t the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do? That I don’t think about it every moment of every day, every second of every minute? I do. And nobody believes me. Not the Council. Not my own mom. Not even a dad I barely know. Everyone thinks I’m going to pick you. Well, to hell with them. Maybe I will. If that’s what they all think of me, maybe I’ll just give that up and become human.”

				“I didn’t mean—I just. I don’t want you to forget me anymore than I want to forget you. I know what you have to do, and I’ll be there until they kick me out.” I shot a glance over my shoulder and found Rory still there, well within hearing range.

				“The Council understands you’ve chosen but refuse to share,” Rory said. “Why?”

				Mac growled, a chest-resonating sound. “Who told them that?”

				Rory shook his head. I held up my hands and said, “You did tell Suze and Gwen.”

				She slapped her palm to her forehead. “Because it’s my business, not theirs, for four more days.”

				“They think you’ve chosen human, which was why you were so lenient with Madeline.”

				Mac said nothing for a moment.

				Had she chosen human, after all? She told me she hadn’t. Wouldn’t. She’d promised she’d do the ‘responsible thing’ or, as my dad always termed, ‘make the right choice’. Her little rant moments before didn’t mean anything.

				After all that, could she possibly have chosen me?

				

				

				Mac

				“Darling,” Alina said from the doorway of my bedroom. “You’ve received a package.”

				I rose from my bed and walked to her. She handed it to me with a slight incline to her head as if to say, ‘What’s this you have?’ without using the words. “Thanks,” I said.

				She nodded and disappeared.

				With a light shove, the door closed and I walked back, depressing the mattress as I sat. Winn had gone home to shower and say ‘hi’ to his dad. That gave me plenty of time to open my letter.

				Scooting back, I ended up cross-legged in the middle of the bed, the thick, white envelope in my hand. Flipping it over, I read the front sticker.

				Stanford University, College of Humanities and Social Sciences, Art and Art History

				I slid my finger under the flap, tearing into the gummy seal. Once opened, I slid out the packet of information.

				Dear Ms. Thorne,

				It is with great pleasure that we accept your application for enrollment in the Art History program for the fall semester at Stanford. Enclosed …

				I held the envelope to my chest and smiled.

				They accepted me. My art. Art I hadn’t touched in months, thanks to everything else that had happened, but art that I’d created at a time when I thought nothing more about life than sitting with a sketchpad beneath my favorite oak tree in Primrose cemetery and had submitted at Caroline’s insistance.

				I brushed aside the top letter and flipped through the material for a moment.

				Returning to it, I continued to read.

				Enclosed is information pertaining to life on campus, relocation, course registration …

				It went on and on.

				Your submission packet with the colored pencil sketch of the young boy on the couch has been entered into our annual freshman art show. We do hope you will be able to attend as part of our welcome and orientation, August 1-5.

				At the bottom, a hand-written note had been attached.

				Ms. Thorne—

				Your sketch entitled ‘The Boy’ was exceptional.

				Welcome to the program.

				—Dean Seller

				I’d gotten in, just like Caroline said I would, not that I could ever go, but if Winn knew, he’d be proud, and that made me smile.

				

				Winn

				Night had fallen, and Mac and I sat beneath her big oak, our heads cradled in the mottled roots. She’d pulled out her sketchpad—one I hadn’t seen in months.

				Her fingers worked at a drawing she’d had inside, pulling pencils from her hair and dropping them on the ground. Each time she did, I picked it up.

				Two more nights remained for us.

				Every time I thought about it, my heart raced.

				If I didn’t think about it, it seemed I didn’t care. At least to me.

				Dad and Josie hovered anytime I went home. Alina and Lucas hovered any time Mac and I stayed there.

				I wanted to yell at them all to leave us alone—to give us the last thirty-six hours we’d have together.

				Suze, at least, masked his check-ins by telling us he needed input on clothes or food for his dates with Gwen, who’d stayed in her more feminine form—the one from the tribunal.

				As the night carried on, warm and humid for early summer in North Carolina, the end loomed.

				Mac wiped at the corner of her sketch, dropping an eraser and two pencils in the process.

				I picked them up, too, and stared at the image she’d created. “I thought you were sketching the pond.”

				“I am. Sorta.”

				“But those are palm trees, and we don’t have those here.”

				“It’s called editorial creativity.” She shaded in the corner, working her way down and changing colors yet again.

				“Okay. It’s … pretty.”

				“Thanks.”

				“Hey … what’d you do with that sketch you did of me? Man, that was like almost a year ago.”

				She snorted. “It’s gone. Didn’t figure you’d want anyone around here to see it.”

				I gave her a small laugh back. “It was good, but yeah. Kinda weird being the subject.”

				“See? I was only thinking of you.” She nudged me with her shoulder.

				

				Mac

				Despite Winn’s suggestion that we run off and join the circus—which he almost seemed serious about—I wanted to spend part of our last day with a few friends and the end with him.

				We had breakfast with my dad—my real one—where I apologized for the last time we’d been together. He’d smiled and said, ‘not to worry, stress will do that’, and we’d chatted like normal people for a while.

				Between then and lunch, Alina made me go shopping for a few clothes saying she couldn’t send me to my adult years without a new wardrobe. Why I had to go, I didn’t know. She’d bought almost all of my stuff without me before.

				“How many stores are we going to?” I asked.

				“Oh … just one or two.” She led. I followed. We passed The Gap, Abercrombie & Fitch, Macy’s, Saks, tons of places we would have normally gone—or she would have and returned with bags for me.

				“You know, if we needed to go to the other end of the mall, we could have parked by it instead of walking for a mile,” I said.

				Alina chuckled but continued on. “Darling, walking will do you good since you’ll be doing so much of it.”

				“What do you mean? Council members don’t get cars?”

				She turned toward me, still moving forward. With a wink, she stopped.

				I spun in place. On one side of the mall, a Build a Bear and cell phone store had people milling about. On the other, lingerie and college apparel. “You’re buying me underwear?”

				Alina shook her head and walked straight to the loud, scary colors of the apparel store. Once again, I followed.

				She navigated her way through the racks, circling, grabbing, returning, pulling off hangers and moving on. I caught up with her as she held up a red, hooded sweatshirt with a zipper front and the big letters of Stanford University across the front in her right hand and a deep blue with Duke University emblazoned on the other.

				“What are these?” Why did I even ask?

				“I think you’ll need a set, don’t you? And Winn, too?” She manipulated the items in her hand and held up a grey one with a red lining and a blue with white lining.

				“Winn needs one, yes, but why me?” Nerves shook my hand. I clenched my fist to stop it showing.

				Alina pressed closer to me. “Darling … a long, long time ago, I said that you wear your heart on your sleeve. And you do. I don’t know exactly what you’re planning, but if this is the last I see of you, if you choose to become human, I want to know that I’d helped you prepare at least once more.” Her shoulder fell a little. “I’ll miss this, you know. You. Me. Even Lucas. You’ve been the daughter I never had.”

				“You still can, though, right? Like meet a guy, do the deed, et cetera?”

				Alina’s twinkle of laughter made me smile. “Oh, darling, I have plenty of time, yes. But I have thoroughly enjoyed my role as mother to you.” She held out the shirts, dropping them all into a basket. “You’ll let me one last time?”

				“Of course.”

				

				Winn

				Caroline and Pete met Mac and me for burgers at four. They’d gone to Disney World for a week right after graduation, and on their return, Caroline’s parents had whisked her away for another week in Europe. Pete had opted for summer classes at Duke where he’d already enrolled for the fall. I could have done the same, but I wanted my summer to be with Mac.

				“So …” Caroline munched on a French fry. “I’m done with my swearing hiatus.”

				Mac nearly spit out her shake. “You’re going to become a sailor and use expletives in every sentence?”

				Caroline chuckled. “No. I’m just done being on it. I’m cured!” Her hands flew up and landed on the table. “Took me four years, but I finally managed it.”

				“Better you than me,” Mac said.

				I bumped Mac with my arm. “She’s had an effect on you.”

				“So, does this mean I can quit filling my jar?” Mac asked.

				Caroline pointed a fry at Mac. “You know, I have almost three hundred dollars because of you.” She and Pete broke into laughter. “You two are so awesome together,” Caroline said. “I just wish you were going to the same college. You know long distance stuff is really hard on a relationship.”

				She had no idea. The idea behind me going across the country had come from my dad almost a year before, when he’d taken me out on an impromptu trip. Then, of course, I’d hoped I could find a way around the Mac-problem and convince her to join me, but I understood her position—had become even a little proud that she’d accepted the responsibility she’d been born to take.

				Mac said nothing about our separation.

				“It’ll be hard, but we have email and phones,” I said.

				“Yeah, but Mac here doesn’t believe in technology,” Caroline said.

				Mac slurped her chocolate shake. “I didn’t believe in it because I didn’t need it.” She reached into her pocket and withdrew her phone. “Throw your details in there.”

				“Just give me your number, and I’ll call you.” Caroline held her phone out, her thumb hovering over the keys.

				Mac chuckled but complied. For another hour, the four of us sat, talking, pondering about all the years’ past, and enjoying a summer afternoon together.

				“So, let’s do this,” Caroline started. “Next Christmas, when we all come back, we make sure to say ‘hi’, and when we all turn twenty-one, we all get drunk together. And when we’re thirty, and you guys have been married for ten years, we all compare notes, and Pete and I can hook up one more time.”

				“Hey,” he said. “Who says we won’t be married for ten years by then?”

				Caroline tilted back with laughter.

				Pete’s face didn’t reflect the mirth she’d exhibited.

				When she returned, she said, “Oh, you were serious.”

				“I have an IQ of a hundred and thirty-five. I’m always serious.”

				“Well,” she said and went back to her drink.

				At least they had options. For Mac and me, it would all end in less than six hours.

				The Council meeting had been called for midnight.

				

				Mac

				Before I spent my last moments with Winn, I needed to talk to Lucas. Suze promised to look after Winn at my insistence, since once I’d taken my role on the Council, he’d no longer be my familiar. Council members didn’t need protection that way.

				As I stood in the dark of my own lawn, waiting for Winn to arrive after a brief return home, Lucas appeared from the shadows.

				“You guys do that a lot, you know,” I said.

				“Do … what, Mackenzie?” He glided toward me, as regal as Alina but made for the night.

				“Show up silently and unexpectedly and creepily.” I shivered on purpose to prove my point.

				“And you … fear me, my dear?”

				“No.” I’d never feared him and didn’t intend to start then.

				“What say you, then, darling?”

				“I need to make sure that you never, ever, ever, ever agree to bite Winn if he asks.”

				Lucas chuckled. “Why ever would I do that?”

				“Because you’re a vampire, Lucas. And I need you to make sure Felix won’t either. And none of your goon squad.”

				Lucas gave me a little bow. “You have my word, Mackenzie.”

				I stood toe to toe with Lucas, the scent of blood mixing with his own fragrance. “I mean it, Lucas. No matter what you do. If he begs and pleads, none of you will bite him. Promise me.”

				His gaze stayed stuck to mine, serious eyes staring back at me. With a nod, he said, “You have my word. None will harm young Master Winford.”

				On an exhale, I said, “Thank you. And, Lucas?”

				“Yes, my dear?”

				“Thank you.”

				“For what?”

				“You know … for everything.”

				He took my hand and kissed the top of it. “The last eighteen years have been my pleasure. I can only hope to see you again someday.”

				Winn’s Jeep pulled into my driveway.

				“And now, I shall take my leave, darling.” He disappeared into the shadows again.

				“Was that your dad?” Winn asked as he stepped up onto the porch. “Your surrogate dad, I mean. Lucas?”

				“Yeah. Just saying good luck.”

				“’Kay. You ready to go?”

				“Yup.”

				We traipsed down the stairs and to his car, preparing for our last night together as Mac and Winn. Winn and Mac. Two people on opposing sides of the world, yet living in the same realm.

				“So, where are you taking me?” I asked.

				“You’ll see.” Winn drove past the town center, past the library I’d actually kinda, sorta, started to like. He continued on beyond our high school and out into the countryside. When he turned onto the freeway, I had an idea of where he headed.

				“Turner Pointe?” I asked.

				He smiled.

				The Jeep wound its way around the circular roads, all the way up to the top, where the parking lot held a dozen or so cars, with three ahead of us, and as I looked back, another four following.

				“It’s busy tonight. Why?”

				Winn grinned.

				“You’re playing all coy, dude. Whassup?”

				He parked in the first spot I saw and told me to get out. From the back of the Jeep, he pulled out a blanket and a picnic basket.

				“Midnight dinner on the top of the mountain. You bring enough for the crowd?”

				People removed folding lawn chairs and blankets from their cars.

				“Come on.” Winn motioned me forward with a lean of his head.

				After walking through trees and brush, down a steep incline and back up another in the opposite direction, we ended up underneath a rock jutting out on the side of the mountain.

				I would have said ‘we’re not supposed to be here’ when we passed the ‘No Trespassing’ sign, but I figured Winn had an ‘in’ because he’d never break a rule.

				The spot he brought me to had two other couples, one locked in an embrace, the other chatting with their food and blanket.

				Before us, land stretched for miles from what I could see by the moon overhead.

				A pop made me jolt and turn.

				“Fireworks,” Winn said.

				A beautiful lightshow began in the western sky. Blues. Greens. Reds. Winn and I sat on the blanket, filling our stomachs—him with his usual salad and sandwich, me with a bar of chocolate. Winn held out his fork with his greenery and for the first time, I ate it.

				I tasted to remember and take in the whole of him, the memories we’d made.

				“So … fireworks are a day early, aren’t they?” I asked.

				He shrugged. “Good timing for us, I guess.” His eyes sparkled in the moonlight. “I’m going to miss you, Mac.”

				“No … actually, you won’t … remember?”

				A blast erupted from the lightshow. I plugged my ears, the sound ringing inside. As I did, Winn kissed me. A deep, longing-filled kiss that would need to last forever.
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				Winn

				I drove, taking Mac to the Council’s chambers after the end of the pre-Independence day fireworks and our last bit of time together. In the parking lot, cars filled the spaces again, along with my dad’s, Mac’s dad’s, both real and surrogate, Alina’s, Suze’s Hummer, Maddie’s Miata and dozens of others.

				Once again, the sheer number of vehicles to a midnight meeting seemed enormous.

				Then again, the world of the non-humans only received a new Changeling once every fifty to a hundred and fifty years. That had to be newsworthy within their own ranks.

				In the hallway to the chambers, Suze stood with Gwen, back in her goddess-like form, not her quarter-this-quarter-that form of Damphyr. I hadn’t realized Damphyrs could shape-shift so much, and it made me wonder if Mac had chosen that so she could keep her ability. I might have.

				Together, we reached the Chamber doors.

				“Mackenzie,” a woman’s voice said in a tone I didn’t recognize.

				We both turned, the woman walking toward us the picture of beauty, and of Mac. With his arm around her, Mac’s dad walked beside her.

				“Mom!” Mac let go of my hand and ran to her, embracing her along with her dad.

				Rather than stare at their private moment, I gave my attention to the specks in the paint on the door, counting the little bits in the frame.

				“You ready for this, Winn?” Alina asked from my side.

				I shook my head and sucked in air.

				Her hand landed on my shoulder. “You’ve been the best thing to happen to Mackenzie since she was born, I do believe. I want to thank you for giving her so much of yourself. What can I do for you in return?”

				“Not make me forget her?” I chuffed a laugh as I said it. Alina squeezed, the same kind of pressure someone gave when they knew they couldn’t fulfil the one request that had been made—like asking that a body be raised from the dead. “Thanks, Alina,” I said after a long silence. “I appreciate everything.”

				Mac, her mom and dad all approached, and I stepped to the side. “Nuh-unh. You’re coming with me.” Mac said and slipped her palm against mine.

				We walked together through the doors and down the aisle toward the Council, who each sat in their places around the table.

				The room had been packed to the point some could only stand, the back wall filled with human-looking creatures—I expected all in their human form for the sake of simplicity. Who knew how many were actually enemies, even predators. Their human forms gave them anonymity, like Mac during the day.

				Lucas stood with Felix and a woman in a bright red dress, whose fangs stuck out like buck teeth. Suze took a seat on the right as Gwen claimed a middle seat with the Council.

				“Wait, she’s on the Council, now?” I asked Mac as we sat in the front-most seats opposite the table.

				“I don’t know. She keeps showing up at the weirdest times, you know?” Mac asked. “I like her, though.”

				Behind us sat Alina, the goddess Maya, and a very nervous-looking, very human Rory Thorne.

				One seat had been left open, a red ribbon tied across the arms.

				On it, a little placard note said ‘reserved’.

				“Who’s that seat for?” I asked Mac as the din in the room started to mellow.

				She turned and grabbed the card. Flipping it over, it said, “Zoe.”

				Despite her absence, they’d given her a place of honor.

				

				Mac

				My entire first nineteen years had all come down to one moment. One, single, solitary moment with what looked like two hundred people in attendance.

				Not in any of my previous monthly visits had I had an audience. I would have thought, out of care and concern for self, the Council would have made the ceremony private.

				Then again, the Council didn’t do much that I thought they should, so what did I know?

				Before me sat the entire twelve. From left to right, in order of their ascension onto the throne. Nahir, Gerard, Josie, Saroya, Equatino, Felix, Robin, Magwa, Cleo, Nomas, Moira, Raven. All twelve. Yet, in the middle, Gwen sat—right between Felix and Robin.

				A hush fell over the crowd, though no one had said anything and Nahir hadn’t rapped his gavel like he always did.

				It became so quiet that the clock’s tick reached my ears again.

				The quiet ‘ding’ made me realize what they’d all waited for.

				Midnight.

				“Maya Mackenzie Thorne, please rise,” Nahir said.

				I turned to Winn, slid my hand behind his neck, kissed him as if I’d never see him again and said, “I’ll love you forever,” and stood.

				The crowd around us, probably egged on by my little show, went all noisy again.

				“Silence!” Nahir said, gavel to wood.

				Oh, yeah, that thing has to go.

				“Miss Thorne,” he said when everyone quieted, “you are here, in front of the ruling Council, as the current Changeling, are you not?”

				“Yeah, I am.”

				I expected the ‘Insolence!’ claim he’d made after my not-proper, ghetto answer—at least in Nahir terms—but I didn’t receive one.

				“And today is your nineteenth birthday, is it not?”

				I flipped an invisible watch toward myself. “That would pretty much be the only reason I’m here.”

				Small laughter blew through the group behind me.

				“And you are here in what form tonight?” Nahir asked.

				Oh, this is so gonna piss him off.

				“I come to you tonight …” I stole a glance at Winn. “… in human form.”

				Whispers and talk ran rampant before Nahir beat the top of Raven’s new table with his hammer-stick. As the din quieted, Nahir said, “At this time, have you made a decision on what form to choose? On whether to take your role on the Council, and in what to do with regard to your human companion?”

				“That’s three questions in one. Which one do you want me to answer first?”

				If Nahir ever thought about rolling his eyes, that would have been a great time to do it. “In order to assume your rightful place, you must first complete your third task. We’ll begin there.”

				And here it comes. Winn first.

				My heart picked up speed. Sweat broke out on my palms.

				“Maya Mackenzie Thorne, do you renounce all human ways, all human interaction in the promise to your role as a ruling member of the gods’ Council?”

				My stomach lurched. Bile rose in my throat. All the humanity Caroline and Pete had shown to me. Everything I’d fallen in love with. All of it would be an unknown to everyone that mattered, but me, after I answered that one question.

				“Can I answer that after we do everything else? I mean the end result’s going to be the same, right?”

				Murmurs raced through crowd.

				Gwen grinned at me from her center-stage spot. So did Josie and Robin, Cleo and Magwa. Moira sat stoic.

				“Very well,” Nahir said.

				Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to stop shaking.

				“Do you accept your role as one of the twelve ruling Council members?”

				Winn had told me all about the thirteenth spot, but it didn’t seem right. More like a cop-out to take that.

				“Yes, I accept my role as one of the twelve ruling Council members.”

				Cheers rang out.

				Gavel to wood, Nahir slammed the offensive item until everyone went silent again. “In order to be a member of this Council, you must both choose a form and select a member to replace.”

				I scanned the faces.

				Nahir with his overblown ego and love of his hammer? Dragon and I didn’t fit. I didn’t want to rule with him, but he and I had already had our spat, and the rest of the Council had agreed to my demands. I could deal with him.

				Gerard with his strength and agility as a gnome? Too short.

				Josie with her sexy Siren ways? Too watery.

				Saroya and his Elf magic? Cool, but would require way too much study I hadn’t already put in.

				Equatino, who I called Tino, as a Sphinx held court to some awesome sights, but animals and I didn’t mix.

				Felix drank blood. End of story.

				Robin had a baby on the way, and for some reason, disrupting that didn’t seem like my thing.

				Magwa had awesome magic.

				Cleo could do the one activity I loved. Shape-shift.

				Nomas, as a demon guard, had brute strength, but what else?

				Moira—that would be an easy choice. I could take over her spot, and she’d be out of the picture when it came to Maddie.

				Raven and I had never seen life the same way, but I understood her position, and the woman who’d been a big part of that sat behind me. Her best friend. One I wanted to offer a reconciliation to, much like my dad received.

				None of them held an expression that suggested I should take their place or not. They’d all been preparing, and prepared for, the moment before them.

				“Miss Thorne, may we have your answer?”

				My fingers itched. My hands clenched. Sweat dribbled down my back. With my eyes closed, I said, “So … I have a question. Just to confirm … I can choose any form, right?”

				Laughter again from the peanut gallery.

				“Yes,” Gwen spoke from her spot in the middle. “Miss Thorne, you may choose any supernatural form to represent a Council member.”

				She’d answered far faster than I’d hoped. I wanted another minute before I spoke.

				“Miss Thorne? Your answer,” Nahir said.

				Again, with my eyes closed, I said, “I choose … Changeling.”

				The uproar made me cover my ears with my hands. The gavel went wild, the Council, too. All around me, people spoke over one another as if I’d committed the most heinous crime of them all by choosing.

				By picking me.

				When the voices began to shush again, Nahir said, “Miss Thorne, that is not—”

				“But you just said. She said I can choose any supernatural form to represent a Council member.”

				“But—” Nahir began but turned his head to Josie. She turned to Saroya, he to Tino and on and on to Gwen.

				“Why do they all keep looking to you, Gwen?” I asked before she could speak.

				She dipped her head toward me. “You have chosen well, young woman.”

				For the eight-hundredth time the crowd did their ‘go-wild thing’. I tapped my foot on the floor as the time passed, waiting for them to be quiet already so I could hear what else Gwen had to say.

				After at least thirty seconds of the melee, Moira said, “But Changeling has no place on the Council. This is not possible. How …”

				Murmurs went through just the Council as if they had to confer.

				“Didn’t you guys already defer to Gwen? I mean, you gave me a definition, and I picked me. How hard is that to understand? You want me to tell you who I will replace, right?”

				They all faced me again.

				“A Changeling is a unique creature as much as a Phoenix,” Cleo said. “At any given time, only one exists.”

				I nodded.

				“Which means,” Robin took over, “you’re effectively dooming the Council to extinction.”

				Roars and catcalls went through the audience.

				With a burst of light, everyone went mute. “Explain your decision!” Magwa said.

				“This Council needs change. Everyone keeps telling me that. I figure if I’m going to be on it, I better make a grand statement. You want change, you’re going to get change. My way.”

				Thankfully, whatever Magwa had done kept the people quiet. I could only wish he’d done it way, way sooner.

				“Who will you replace?” Raven asked. “You cannot be an angel, for we are of the stars, and a Changeling is half mortal.”

				“Actually, if I’m a Changeling I can be anything, which means I can pick any of you.” I pointed a finger at Nahir and traced the line of authority figures right on down to Raven.

				Josie smiled. Gwen smiled. Moira gasped. Raven offered me a little bow. Guess I surprised you, huh? I sent her a little salute.

				“Who, then, will you replace?” Nahir asked.

				That question had plagued me for quite some time, and I’d still only narrowed it down to two. “May I ask a question of two Council members?”

				Again, their heads went every which way. Rather than keep watching, I turned to Winn. He beamed back at me and gave me a thumbs up. My dad did the same. Mom blew me a kiss. Bernie chuckled, and despite Zoe’s absence, I’d have sworn I could hear her laughing.

				“Yes, you may,” Nahir said. “But, Miss Thorne, may I remind you that while your methods are quite unconventional, our traditions—”

				“Oh shut up, Nahir,” Raven said from the complete opposite end of the table. “She’s already taken our traditions and altered them. In a good way. Who do you want to ask a question of?”

				“Josie and Felix.”

				They both stood, their chairs scraping against wood.

				With a quick cough, I said, “If you were to be given a choice, to stay or go, what would you say and why?”

				Both of their eyes went wide as if my question had come completely by surprise.

				Felix motioned to Josie. “Ladies first.”

				She touched a hand to her neck, her gaze absolutely and completely set on Bernie. “I would choose to leave becau—”

				The crowd started up again.

				I whistled between two fingers. “Enough already! You guys make it sound like this is all crazy talk. I’m not as stupid as some probably made me out to be, so just shut it until I’m done. Magwa … can you do your light thing and make all their voice boxes freeze until we’re done here?”

				A flash zoomed past my eyes again.

				“A bit of warning would have helped.” I rubbed at my lids, blinking to bring back focus.

				Josie bit at her lip. “I would choose to leave because I am in love with a human, and at this point in time, those relationships are very difficult to maintain.” She indicated with her hand that Felix should speak.

				“I would choose to leave—”

				I snapped my fingers before the crowd could get with it just in case Magwa’s charm hadn’t worked.

				Felix’s lips curved. “To leave because I am in love with one of my own and wish no longer to be bound by the rules of the Council.”

				The woman in red tilted her head at him.

				“I’ll take Felix’s spot.” I gave him a nod.

				Felix grinned. “After all this time, may I ask why?”

				“I’ll get to that in a bit,” I said.

				Nahir dropped his head into his hand as claps rang out through the room. When they stopped, he sat up. “Very well, then. You will replace the creatures of the night, as a Changeling. Your final answer on your human relationship, then, Miss Thorne.”

				I patted my thigh. “See, here’s the thing.” With a hand on my chest, I said, “If I choose Changeling, then technically, I’m still both human and non-human as defined by the hours in the day. So I’m thinking we can just keep everything as is.”

				Council members’ heads swiveled, again all to Gwen.

				She rose and made her way around the table. When she reached me, she held out her hand. I took it and shook.

				“Mackenzie, Mac. You’ve outwitted, outsmarted and out-maneuvered the entire Council. You’ve done so in a way that leads me to believe you will be a wonderful ruler.”

				“Uh … thanks.”

				“And I would grant you this option if, I truly believed that, in your heart, you could give up your human.”

				That lurch hit me again. “Who are you to say, though? They’re the Council and—”

				Gwen held out her hand again. I took it and shook it. Again. She laughed. “Look, Mackenzie. Closer.” That hand rested in the air as if I should do something with it.

				“Pretty?” I asked.

				Winn appeared beside me. He took her hand and bent it toward me, pointing to her ring. “You’re the goddess Demeter. One of the twelve from Mount Olympus. The ring is … a symbol.”

				She nodded.

				“Why?” Winn asked.

				“The gods strive hard not manipulate this realm, but to leave the decisions to the Council. I was asked, however, to be here this last year, when we feared you would not live up to your potential. I agreed to be here to give you ideas. As a Changeling who refused to show preference to a form, I chose a new name and the damphyr form, in the hopes it would steer you down a mixed-heritage path.”

				“I’m dating a goddess!” Suze’s little exclamation came with a titter and chuckle.

				Gwen continued to smile at me. “As the goddess of marriage, sacred law and the cycle of life and death, you were in my charge. I’m not sure I succeeded, as your choice is not one any Changeling has ever made, but you’ve certainly accepted and taken on the uniqueness that is desperately needed. I said it before, and I’ll say it again, Mackenzie. You will make a wonderful ruler.”

				“What about me?” Winn asked.

				“Ah, yes.” She tipped his chin up with her finger before shaking her head and turning to me. “Maya Mackenzie Thorne, do you or do you not renounce the connection you have to the human realm?”

				I held up on finger. “Couple conditions.”

				Gwen’s head cocked to the side. “Speak, child.”

				“Aft-after I do this, no non-human will ever have to give up the one they love. Ever. Human or otherwise. We change the rule book now and forever. No take backs. Even Changelings. None of us. Ever, ever, ever, ever, ever.”

				Snickers came from the Council as Gwen turned to face them. “All in favor, say ‘I’.”

				With four exceptions, the entire Council agreed.

				I’d have to have a talk with Gerard, Nahir, Tino and Saroya later.

				“Can we change it now since they all agreed? I mean, wouldn’t that make more sense?” I asked in a whisper.

				Gwen shook her head. “No, child. Your agreement is to continue with the tradition in exchange. It is selfless, and for that, you will be rewarded, but to ensure the adjustment, you must follow through with the agreement. Is that all?”

				Shudders made my legs wobbly, but I forced them steady. “Nahir has to throw away the gavel.”

				Laughter preceded a thwack of sound. I turned to find the gavel embedded in the wall. “Done,” Gwen said. “More?”

				“Future Changelings will never be made pawns in a game. Their parents will always be involved and will teach them from the beginning. Show them the way to greatness. Manipulation aside, we have to know what we’re up against.”

				With one exception, another round of automatic ‘I’s went through the Council.

				Felix must have figured he didn’t need to vote until he said, “But will there ever be another Changeling?”

				Gwen clasped her hands. “Mackenzie?”

				“Does it matter? The idea here is change, not the old way.” I’d once suggested a more democratic method, but I didn’t think bringing it up then would be the best idea.

				Mumbles rumbled through, but no one argued with me.

				“Is that all?” Gwen grinned at me.

				“Not yet.” Another deep breath prepared me for my second biggest request. “You can’t take my memories away. I know the rule is that both of us have to be wiped clean, but no. I want to remember. I want to know what it felt like. All of it. I want to remember so I can make sure this never happens again, even though you’ve agreed.” Since they apparently planned to disregard Raven’s deal, I had no intention of letting them do that to me.

				“You’ve thought through this well,” Gwen said.

				I nodded.

				She raised a hand to the Council. All said ‘I’. Even Moira, who I thought might wish some bit of heartache upon me.

				I wiggled my toes in my shoes, trying to maintain my confident façade.

				“Are we finished?” Nahir asked.

				“Um …” I scratched at my head, glanced at Winn, and went back to Gwen. “Just one more.”

				“Just one?”

				I nodded.

				“And?”

				“I’m not going to live here. In Rune.”

				“What? Why not?” Gwen asked.

				“Because, since I’m going to be both human and not, I want to experience life both ways. We have technology that will let me stay in communication with you.”

				“But tradit—” Nahir started

				I wagged my finger at him. “If you want me to accept my position, officially, which means the last step in the process, this is how it’s going to be. We’re taking what works in the old and using the new. Council members can live anywhere, not only in this little town just because it’s in the middle of some magical black hole. Guardians know about technology and share it with us. We should be getting up with the times, not living in the stone ages just because.”

				“And would you advocate letting our secret out, too?” Saroya asked.

				I shook my head. “No. Never. Humans won’t ‘get’ us. We have means to make it work, no matter where any of us is. That’s all there is to it.” I forced myself still.

				Gwen turned to the Council again. “Six of twelve have agreed.”

				I didn’t look to see who had or hadn’t.

				“As the deciding factor in these matters, I will side with you, Mackenzie.”

				A breath of air rushed from me.

				“And is that it, then?”

				With a heavy heart, I said, “Yes.”

				“So say you, Maya Mackenzie Thorne. Your words are true when said. Please repeat after me. On this day …”

				I stared at Winn. “On this day …”

				“… I renounce …”

				Gulping, I said, “… I renounce …”

				“… my human relationship …”

				A tear slipped from my left eye and tickled its way down my cheek. “… my human relationship …”

				“… such that I may rule with focus on the Council.”

				I mouthed ‘Goodbye, Winn’ before facing Gwen and saying, “… such that I may rule with focus on the Council.”

				Gwen ran a hand down my cheek. “You’ve done well. The ceremony is complete.” She turned to Magwa. “At this time, you’ll administer the necessary elements?”

				Magwa stepped forward. His gaze met mine, and he mouthed, ‘I’m sorry’.

				Bernie rose and went to Winn’s side. Alina did, too. Josie moved from her position at the head table and stood with him.

				Winn, tall, proud, his head held high and shoulders square rose, too.

				I wanted to mirror him, but inside me, every nerve ending screamed in pain. My heart wanted to explode. My fists burned with the nails I’d dug into my palms.

				My mom and dad both came and stood next to me.

				Still, staring at Winn, I waited.

				Magwa lifted a hand and sprinkled glittery dust onto Winn’s head. “Memories sustained. Memories removed.”

				Another tear fell from my eyes.

				“One by one, to disintegrate, as does the body to dust upon the earth.”

				Winn blinked as if the glitter had gotten in his eyes.

				“Upon the morn, bring anew, to fill the space left by the old.” Magwa blew the remaining bits from his hand to Winn.

				With a snap, the particles singed like fireworks and disappeared.

				Winn slumped backward into Bernie and Josie’s arms.

				“He’ll sleep until morning and will wake with no knowledge of our kind.” Magwa gave Gwen a little bow. He offered me a pat on the shoulder, and walked back to the table.

				“Welcome to the Council,” Gwen said.

				I ran from the room and didn’t look back.

			

		

	
		
			
				30

				Mac

				No one had followed me the night I became a Council member. Whether they bothered, knew where I’d gone, cared or not, they’d left me alone.

				To sulk.

				To wallow.

				I’d spent the entire night doing just that, forcing myself to breathe, to push forward. To not cry as hard as I did when Zoe died.

				I would remember Winn forever in just the way I’d wanted. As Winn. As the boy who I loved and would for the rest of my life.

				I’d asked for it. For the pain. The agony. So I would never forget and accidentally change the rules in the future.

				By nine a.m. the Council had summoned me by text, phone, and Josie coming up through the pond water. I’d sent her on her way with a message to leave me alone.

				By Monday, I’d driven by Winn’s house, stopped in front and let the car idle, but continued on.

				On Tuesday, I’d parked before driving away, thinking just a glimpse would be good, but remembering what I’d said to myself. I wanted to remember him the way I remembered him.

				On Wednesday, I’d gotten out of the car before getting back in.

				On Thursday, with the big moving truck in the driveway, I’d taken that as my sign and stopped going there.

				On Friday, I’d gone, anyway, and returned to find Maddie sitting on my porch steps.

				“What do you want?” I didn’t hold back the bitterness.

				She stood and held out a box toward me. “I wanted to give this back to you. I never should have taken it in the first place. Maybe if I hadn’t …” She gave a little shrug.

				The package went from her hands to mine.

				“I’m really sorry, Mac.” Maddie walked past me toward a car on the street.

				Slowly and carefully, I opened the container and found my book. The Carriage. Clutching it to my chest, all my memories of Winn ran through and, tearing at my soul, forced me to my knees.

				

				Winn

				“Dude! It’s you.” Mark, my roommate stood in front of the freshman art festival that his girlfriend, Jamie, had dragged us to. She’d wanted to tour the entire campus before classes began, including the one place that, according to her, no one ever went.

				She’d been wrong. The hallways and courtyard had been packed with artwork and people. All around us, students—both new and old—walked through, stopping and talking about pieces hung in showcase to the incoming freshman class and the potential they displayed.

				Mark snickered at eighty percent of the hundred, or so, pieces of artwork until he’d stopped dead at the one, pointing and covering his mouth.

				“It’s not me,” I said, without turning from where I stood with Jamie at a one-foot high sculpture of something indescribable.

				A hand landed on my shoulder. Mark spun me around, his mass of blond curls bouncing all over his head. “Dude, it is!” He pushed me toward the wall hanging. “Look for once, already.”

				At the picture, a vague sense of familiarity passed through me. “Nah, man, it’s just a guy on a couch. Looks a little like me, but half the stuff in here looks a little like someone.”

				Mark shook his head. “James! Get over here, already.” His call out brought not only Jamie but quite a few others.

				“Ain’t this Winn?” Mark asked.

				“That’s totally you,” she said, blue eyes tracing my face from a foot away. “Oh, yeah, Winn. That’s you.”

				Behind me, someone said, “Looks like you.”

				Another said, “I’d place a bet on it.”

				“Ya’ll are all nuts,” I said.

				“Oh, and the southern comes out.” Mark snickered. “Never thought I’d get a roommate that can speak drawl and be smarter than me.” He popped me one in the shoulder.

				“C’mon, Markie, I need to make some notes about a few other pieces.”

				“Go on. I’ll catch up,” I said, standing in front of the picture again.

				Like Jamie had done to me, I traced the boy in the picture with my gaze, taking in the room, the colors, the face. I had to admit the likeness held an uncanny similarity, but I’d never been on a couch or in a room like the one sketched. My eyes followed the line to the title, The Boy, and to the artist, Mackenzie Thorne.

				My body went rigid—as straight as an arrow in flight before it hits its target. Mind whirling with memories, they all came crashing back down.

				The vampire teeth.

				The kiss.

				The promises.

				The ceremony.

				The choices.

				The nineteenth year.

				I spun. All the artwork in the space came from students who’d been accepted to go to Stanford. As freshman. That year.

				Right then.

				I broke from the crowd building around Mac’s drawing and bolted toward the door.

				It opened, streaming in light from outside along with three girls: a blonde, a redhead and a brunette. Not Mac, though. Not the girl who’d kissed me against a tree as a vampire. The girl who’d tried to turn into a dragon to scare me off.

				Racing through the doors and into the sunshine, blinking to get my eyes to adjust, my heart pounded—on the verge of exploding. I needed to find her. Her. Mac. The one who’d told the truth despite all the flaws. The one who’d stood up to the Council. Who’d made her own choice.

				I had to get home.

				How can I even remember this?

				Hands covering my still unfocused eyes against the California sun, I stopped.

				I needed her. The girl who’d worn a sheer dress in a ritual on top of Turner Pointe only because her mom had—a mom she hadn’t even known at that time. The girl whose sister we shared.

				Who loved me like no one else.

				Mac.

				“Mac,” I said on a hoarse whisper, my chest tight.

				“What?”

				My head popped up. More blinks brought a face into view.

				Not just any face.

				Mac’s.

				I grabbed her by the waist, pulled her in to me and kissed her hard. When she kissed me back, I knew I hadn’t dreamt the last year of my life.

				Mac.

				Her lips merged with mine again, a feeling I couldn’t believe I’d actually forgotten, so soft and pliable, giving, and mine.

				Mine.

				“Mac,” I said against her. “Mac.” We stood, our arms still around each other. “You’re here.”

				“You remember me?” She blinked, confusion running through her eyes.

				I nodded. “The sketch you did of me last fall. I was staring at it and saw your name and everything came rushing back. All of it. It’s like I never forgot and now … you’re here.” My palms cupped her cheeks. “Oh, my god, you’re here? You’re going to Stanford? Why? For what? How? I—”

				“Yo, Winford,” Mark said from behind me. “Dude, how did you meet such a hottie in the sixty seconds I’ve been staring at half-naked statues and pretty pictures?” He pushed around me and held out a hand. “I’m Mark. Winn’s roommate.”

				“And I’m Jamie, Mark’s girlfriend,” Jamie said, extending a hand as well.

				Mac took them both and shook before returning her hand to mine. “I’m Mac.”

				I tugged her close and said, “My girlfriend. I didn’t talk about her because I didn’t realize she’d changed her mind about coming here.” Or that she’d be coming here at all. Or that I’d remember her. How did this happen? Why?

				“Ooh! Then you gotta see this picture by this dude. It looks like our Winford here.” Mark dropped a hand on my shoulder.

				“I know it well,” Mac said. “And it’s not a dude. I drew that.”

				Mark snickered as Jamie cooed. “Wow,” she said. “You let her draw you? You know how erotic that is?” She slid up Mark’s body as if they might need a private room within seconds.

				“Yeah, and on that, we’re outta here. Gotta go check out my psych class. Think the building’s clear on the other side of the whole campus.” Mark whisked Jamie away.

				“You probably won’t want to go back to your room for a while,” Mac said. “Assuming that ‘finding the other building’ is code word for ‘we’re going to go have sex’.”

				I laughed as I kissed her again. With my face in front of hers and my palms to her cheeks, I said, “How is this possible?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“Why didn’t you tell me?”

				She grinned up at me. “Because I didn’t know if I’d get all of what I wanted. I thought I might have to compromise, you know? And I didn’t want to get your hopes up. Or mine.”

				I thought through what had happened, all the deals Mac made. “What if it hadn’t worked out?”

				Mac smiled—an expression I missed so much. “Then, I’d have missed you for the rest of my life.”

				I kissed her again and held her tight. “What if I didn’t remember? I mean, I’m not supposed to, right?”

				She shrugged. “Rules are made to be broken, I guess, right?”

				My laugh burst from me. That one line had been the bane of my existence for the last nine months. “Oh, my god.”

				“What?” She stood against me, her hand running up my chest. “You look like you had one of those light bulb moments.”

				I shook my finger and separated us, holding her hand as I stared into her eyes. “Alina.”

				“What about her? She’s off doing something in fairy lala land now.” Mac closed the distance and ran her hand up my chest again.

				“Remember after prom? When Maddie made me all—”

				“Wonkified? Yeah. Of course.”

				I kissed her before I said, “Alina said I had a strong mind. She said, ‘Sometimes, that’s all that’s needed.’ And I’d asked her if she meant memory loss and she said ‘yes!’.”

				“You think your mind was strong enough to overcome Magwa’s entire chanty-thing?” Mac cocked her head to the side, but didn’t step away.

				I laughed, unable to contain my excitement. “Yes! Remember how she said these ‘strong minds’ are ‘almost as uncommon as Changelings and very much desired’?”

				“Yeah.”

				“And how I’m the only known human ever to be asked to be a teacher, the only known human to be bound by the Council, and the only known human to be given up by a Changeling. I’m just as unique as you, but in a totally different way.”

				“You got that right.” She kissed the edge of my mouth. “You … are my totally unique human.”

				Our lips merged for a few moments. “Think that’s it?”

				Her response came in an “Mmm,” followed by, “And if you didn’t remember me, by the way, my intention was to come here, meet you, and make you fall in love with me again.”

				“God, I love you,” I said and kissed her again. “Where are you staying?”

				“Same as you. I even have roommates.”

				“You? Roommates?”

				“I know!” With her eye roll, she ran a hand down my cheek. “I missed you so much, Winn.”

				Crushing her to me, I filled myself with her scent, her touch, everything about her. “What about the Council?” Eventually, the topic would have come up. “Did you change your mind about them?”

				Mac shook her head. “My deal was that I wouldn’t live in Rune. You remember that, right?”

				“Now that you mention it. I guess I didn’t put two and two together.”

				She smiled up at me. “Again, I didn’t want you to. I figured I’d come out here and see if I could start again with you. Anonymously. Or, apparently, as a dude.”

				Laughter flowed free from me like it hadn’t in weeks—some unknown happiness quelled from being released. “So, you’re still a Council member? And a Changeling? And—”

				She touched a fingertip to my lips. “Yes, all of the above. Just remember. You’re the only one out here that knows it. All of it. And if you so much as breathe a word of who I am, I will paint you nude and get a billboard made of it. Got that?”

				I said, “I love you, Mac,” even as I laughed. She hadn’t changed one bit. “Wait … what about your mom and dad and Alina and … everyone back home? Do they know you’re here?”

				“Alina does. I said goodbye to everyone else. Mom and Dad live together again, and I have her on speed-dial.”

				“You like having him—them—in your life, don’t you?” I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

				Her head bobbed. “I do. Wish it could have been a long time ago, but I get why it all happened now. Every rule Mom ever fought for, I somehow managed to get changed. Little ole me.”

				I placed a palm to her cheek. “Because you’re awesome.”

				“Damn right, I am.”

				“So Caroline didn’t cure you of the cursing bug, huh?”

				“Ha. Nice try and no jars.” Mac adjusted against me, our arms encircling each other in the middle of the outdoor plaza. If anyone noticed, I didn’t care.

				“Uh …” I held her at arm’s length, tracing her form with my eyes. “I just noticed, you’re not wearing black.” In fact, she wore a dark raspberry—almost a pink, if anyone else asked—with her normal jeans, but with a little rhinestone design on the thigh.

				“Thought I’d channel Zoe a little.”

				My heart did a flip-flop. I couldn’t have loved Mac more in that moment. “And … um … Zoe … have you …”

				“Mom says she’s in a happy place and that’s what we should remember. Since she went in as one of us, she’ll move on when she’s ready. In the meantime, I don’t get to talk to her, but Mom does, and Dad lets her go whenever she wants.”

				“Wow.” The smile I’d had on my face since my memories returned hadn’t gone away, and even strained my lips it grew so large. “Thank you for that.”

				Mac shrugged. “I didn’t do anything. It’s all those sappy people.” The emotion in her voice came through clear. She coughed and said, “Suze says to tell you ‘hi’. So does Josie.” Mac scratched at her temple. “Didn’t think I’d actually get to tell you that since you weren’t supposed to know them. Then again, it makes me think they knew more than I did.”

				“They always did,” I said.

				“True, true.” Her expression changed to one of uncertainty.

				“You have that ‘I need to tell you something’ look.”

				“Well … Josie kinda moved in with your dad.”

				For a moment, I stopped. Did I know that? She hadn’t been around that last week, and Dad hadn’t mentioned her, but given I remembered everything else, it fit. “Now that she can, that seems right. Is that why you picked Felix over her? You never did answer that question.”

				Mac nodded. “Yeah. He wanted to leave because he wanted to leave. She wanted to leave because she wanted to be with your dad. Now, they both get what they wanted.”

				“And everyone thought you were just one big smart aleck,” I said.

				Mac whipped her face up to me, her smirk reflecting my own. “I’m way smarter than you.” She laid a kiss to the side of my mouth. “And way, way prettier.” Another kiss. “And way, way, way hotter.” A third touched my lips.

				I tilted her chin up with a finger and gave her my best grin. “I just let you think you are.” With a kiss to her nose, I said, “So, now what?”

				“Well …” She tugged herself in closer. “I have all day. And all night. What would you like to do?”

				“Those are not words you want to ask me right here in the middle of the outdoors, or since my roommate is probably doing the same thing.”

				Mac chuckled. “Okay … option number two. I heard there’s an awesome milkshake shop a few blocks away. They make their own—”

				“Chocolate.” I trailed a finger down her neck and found the necklace I’d given her at Christmas—her chocolate diamond.

				“You game?” she asked, adding another touch of her lips to mine.

				“I am if you are.”

				“You already know I am.”
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				EMI GAYLE

				Emi Gayle just wants to be young again. She lives vicariously through her youthful characters, while simultaneously acting as chief-Mom to her teenaged son and searching for a way to keep her two daughters from ever reaching the dreaded teen years.

				

				Ironically, those years were some of Emi’s favorite times. She met the man of her dreams at 14, was engaged to him at 19, married him at 20 and she’s still in love with him to this day. She’ll never forget what it was like to fall in love at such a young age—emotions she wants everyone to feel.
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