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    PREVIOUSLY… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Following their narrow escape from the evil forces within the Broken Wand Academy, Meena Song and the golden wolf named Dan journeyed on foot from the coast of Washington state to the Gladwell Academy of Shifters in the Smoky Mountains of Tennessee.  
 
    There, Dan’s human face and true identity as the adopted heir of Declan Helms, the recently deceased Chairman of the Tooth and Claw Society, were revealed. Daniel Helms abandoned Meena among the Gladwell ruins to claim the shifter throne—and his unwilling fated mate, Remi St. James. 
 
    Meena was soon rescued by Remi and her twin brother Rahm, the biological children of the wolf named Rhea, who had saved Meena’s life in the woods outside Broken Wand after her own escape from Phorm’s dungeon where she had been imprisoned for thirteen years.  
 
    But believing her birth mother to be dead, Remi had since been adopted by Cherish Belhollow—the very woman Professor Wallace sent Meena to the Gladwell Academy to find. Sadly, Belhollow had died killing her own fated mate, Chairman Helms, to save Remi’s life. 
 
    After teaming up with the twins to search for Rhea, Meena quickly found herself embroiled in the struggle to spare Remi from the destiny her birth parents picked out for her: breaking a centuries-old shifter fertility curse by bearing Daniel’s child. 
 
    Along the way, Meena and Remi were able to break Braden Thomas and Professor Castle out of Phorm’s dungeon and restore their humanity. But even more terrible secrets about the past were revealed when Phorm’s blood was spilled, including the truth about Meena’s mother’s murder and the identity of Daniel’s biological father. 
 
    With Braden and Castle’s help, Meena and Rahm were able to find Rhea just in time for everyone to play their part in Remi and Daniel’s final showdown, an epic battle between the forces of fate and free will that changed the course of magical history forever… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Broken Wand Academy: Season Two contains major spoilers for Marisa Claire’s Academy of Shifter series. While these series can be read independently from each other, they are best read together in the following order: AOS #1-4, BWA #1-4, AOS #5-7, BWA #5-8.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Thanksgiving Day 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel was dead: for starters. 
 
    One might even say he was dead as a door nail, though I doubted any door nail had ever died in quite such spectacular fashion as my former traveling companion. Two weeks had passed since the night I helped kill him, and though his tormented spirit had yet to make any chain-rattling, jaw-dropping appearances this holiday season, not a day had gone by without me catching some unwanted glimpse of him. His topaz eyes in the cloudless autumn sky. His golden fur in the last yellow leaves dropping from the trees. His crimson blood in the cauldron of cranberry sauce simmering on the stove top. 
 
    Grimacing, I moved away from the old gas range and huddled closer to my father at the perpendicular counter. He didn’t look up from the task of slathering our freshly steamed songpyeon in sesame oil, but the corner of his mouth lifted rather smugly. I had never been super clingy with him when I lived at home, but that was before I spent two and a half months worrying that a blast of my own magic had killed him. I’d been pretty much glued to his side ever since we picked him up from the Asheville airport Tuesday night.  
 
    I could have saved him a lot of time and money, but Dad adamantly refused to travel by poof—as Remi and Rahm, my half-witch, half-shifter cousins, insisted on calling instantaneous transportation. He wouldn’t even walk through a magical doorway straight from his house to ours. In fact, he had only agreed to join me for Thanksgiving at the Brighton Early Farm with the shifter side of my family if I promised not to do any magic while he was present. It stung, his aversion to such an integral part of my being, but I also couldn’t really blame him.  
 
    Magic had killed my mother. 
 
    Braden said I shouldn’t think about it like that. “Magic doesn’t kill people, Meena. Mages kill people.” I knew what he meant, but I also knew that without magic, I never could have killed Phorm’s henchman in the woods outside Broken Wand. Without magic, I never could have killed Serenity while Remi and I were rescuing Braden and Castle from Phorm’s dungeon. And without magic, I never could have helped Aunt Rhea kill Daniel—Phorm’s very own psychotic half-witch, half-shifter son.  
 
    So… yeah. Magic itself might not be doing any murders, but its presence in our veins sure seemed to make us mages prone to murdering one another. In three short months, I’d gone from assuming I’d never kill anyone as long as I lived to wondering when, not if, it would happen again. Professor Yates and his bird-masked cult probably wouldn’t be the last to come for the so-called moon magic I possessed. There was a target on my back, perhaps even a bounty on my head, and Dad was all too aware of it now that we knew how and why Mom really died.  
 
    We had Remi to thank for this closure, even if it hadn’t exactly brought us peace. The night the two of us broke into Broken Wand, my cousin had still been the Scent Seer—a wolf who could sniff the truth out of anyone. When Professor Phorm showed up to stop us like some kind of stupid horror movie villain who won’t stay dead, Remi made sure he never got up again. She ripped out his throat, and while his old rancid blood rushed between her fangs, his long wicked life flashed before her eyes.  
 
    Explaining everything Remi had seen in Phorm’s remorseless memories would take multiple seasons of a true magicrime podcast. I knew this because Rahm had spent the last two weeks feverishly plotting episodes in spite of Remi’s insistence that he could never go public with any of this even if he pretended it was a work of fiction pretending to be a work of non-fiction spoofing the genre it was actually a very real part of. But if this meta masterpiece ever did go live, my mother’s murder would be covered in Season Two, Episode Seven: “A Witch in Wolf’s Clothing.” 
 
    Spoiler alert: that creepy shifter I’d seen at the scene of the crime when I looked through Castle’s magical telescope? The one who told my mother she knew the rules? Yeah, that wasn’t a shifter at all. That was Phorm, showing off the custom wolf glamour he’d crafted from my mother’s own blood. How he got a hold of that could be found in Season One, Episode One: “Never Smile at a Therianphile” but long story short, he had decided he needed the rest if he was ever going to truly physically shift.  
 
    Why he was so sure of this when she couldn’t even shift remained a mystery, but alone in the woods, with no wand in hand, Mom chose to hurl herself into the Pacific Ocean rather than let Phorm win.  
 
    The draining ritual he intended to perform—the same one Yates had planned for me—required her still beating heart to pump out her blood. The moment it stopped, her spirit moved on, taking her magic with her back to the Other Side for safekeeping until I was old enough to inherit. 
 
    But I didn’t. Not from her, as I should have. My magic, and the wand to wield it, had been gifted by my grandmother, for which I was incredibly grateful, but… now I knew that witches who lost a parent before coming of age always inherited directly from that person, saving any other dead relatives’ powers for future generations. Castle and Rahm had both received their magic from their fathers—brothers who were also victims of Phorm—but only because someone had broken their wands.  
 
    This was the key to crossing the veil, but no one had done it for my mom. No one even knew where her wand was. Rhea said my grandmother searched the forest for months, believing Mom must have hidden it somewhere before jumping in what everyone back then believed was a pre-meditated suicide. It never turned up, and so, neither my mother’s spirit nor her magic could ever return to earth.  
 
    I had missed my one and only chance to meet the woman who made me, to know her as anything more than a lingering impression of joyful warmth, to hear her voice as something other than the fading echo of a lullaby sung in a language I never learned.  
 
    Anyways. Knowing she couldn’t possibly have survived the impact, Phorm cut his losses and left my mother’s useless body to the salt water and rocks. He returned to her ruined car, found a letter she had yet to send my sister, and instantly shifted his fixation onto the reason Mom had any moon magic to begin with.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Aunt Rhea’s strained voice pulled my attention back toward the overworked oven where she was now standing with a large wooden spoon, stirring up the sickly sweet, slightly citrusy aroma of the cranberry sauce. Her sad brown eyes met mine, so I offered up an encouraging smile and received one just as strained as her tone in return. 
 
    I didn’t take it personally. Aunt Rhea had only been human again for a few days, and while most of her fine motor skills had bounced back quickly, she was still struggling with speech and facial expressions. It probably wasn’t helping there her jaw was constantly trembling, as if she were always on the verge of sobbing, but she kept assuring us she was just very, very cold without the thick fur coat she’d lived in for thirteen years. So cold, apparently, that not even several layers of ugly grandpa sweaters and an oven in the middle of roasting a turkey could stop the shivering.  
 
    Other than that, however, Rhea’s human body seemed remarkably unscathed by her wolf’s long ordeal in Phorm’s dungeon. Before seeing her true face, I’d expected it to have either aged prematurely or be perfectly preserved at thirty, but no, she looked exactly as old as she was: forty-three. The same age my mother would be. Not that old at all actually. I wondered what she would do with all the decades ahead now that her children were grown.  
 
    Okay, well, that sounded bad. Obviously, there were an infinite number of things a middle-aged woman with adult children could do with the second half of her life. But what if a huge chunk of the first half had been stolen? Remi and Rahm were only six years old when Phorm killed their father and captured their mother. They had needed to be tucked into bed and reminded about personal hygiene.  
 
    Now they were nineteen, and… um, well, they actually still needed both of those things, but they were also wildly powerful supernatural beings. Rahm could cast fire magic through his fangs, and Remi was basically the shifter queen. Not exactly experiences Aunt Rhea could laugh about with the other empty-nesters at a Saturday night paint-and-sip. 
 
    That’s how Dad had been coping with my absence this autumn but judging from the extremely dubious quality of the artwork he’d produced, I felt like color-and-chug would be a more accurate name for these events. Sad.  
 
    Luckily, there was an obvious solution: Dad and Rhea should get married.  
 
    Rahm and I had made this decision after witnessing their emotional reunion Tuesday night. Sparks didn’t exactly fly, or even faintly smolder, but that was fine. Perfect, actually. We just wanted them to take care of each other in their impending old age, not, you know, take care of each other. Gross. But even if it did eventually take a turn for the, um, stomach turning, I felt confident Mom would give them her blessing after all this time, and Rahm believed his dad would feel the same. I mean, who else would they ever be able to tell the whole truth of their lives to except each other? No one. This was really their only chance at happiness.  
 
    Plus, it would make life a whole lot easier if Rahm and I could tell people we were stepsiblings instead of trying to explain the concept of magicousins. Maybe then Braden would stop squinting suspiciously every time Rahm and I showed affection for each other. Apparently, due to the strange mechanics of magical inheritance, cousin pairings were not exactly discouraged among Old Magic families? Sick.  
 
    Rahm and I had decided not to bother Remi with our Parent Trap plans any time soon though. She needed to work out her own feelings for Rhea before worrying about my father’s, and that might take… some time. Remi was still grieving her adoptive mother, Cherish Belhollow, who had sacrificed herself to save Remi from a terrible mistake Rhea made when Remi was just a baby. A mistake that, without Belhollow, would have led to Remi having to have a baby. Daniel’s baby.  
 
    My stomach roiled at the moist sucking sound Rhea’s wooden spoon made when she pulled it from the cranberry sauce. My gag reflex got in on the action as the gory red clumps clinging to the spoon fell back into the pot with a series of thick wet plops. Images flashed through my mind in quick succession, gruesome jump scares cut into this otherwise safe and cozy holiday scene. Daniel was dead, and he deserved to be dead, but I really wished that I had closed my eyes while it was happening.  
 
    “You know,” Aunt Rhea said suddenly, letting the spoon clink against the side of the pot. “I do believe I’ve lost my taste for cranberry sauce.” 
 
    “How the hell did you ever have it?!” I blurted.  
 
    Dad laughed a little too loud. Rhea emitted some sort of dry wheezing sound as her nearest cheek curved upward, forming tiny lines at the edge of her eye. I felt an intense twinge of pride for having gotten so much out of her without even trying. Not that I was competing with Rahm for her attention, but he tried so hard to get reactions from her all day long that it was honestly exhausting for everyone on the farm. Part of that was just Rahm being Rahm, but part of it was also Rahm trying to be Remi. That they were a set seemed to be the anchor point of his entire identity, and so Remi’s detachment from their shared mother had him constantly spinning like a noisy, unbalanced washing machine next to a surly dryer with sketchy internal wiring.  
 
    “Your mother wasn’t a fan either,” Rhea said, turning to face me as she spoke directly into my mind, which was the easiest way for her to communicate. “Your grandmother used to leave her with my family for the entire week, but Kim wouldn’t eat a damn thing on Thanksgiving. My parents were so happy when she finally turned sixteen and could go on the mages’ cruise with Young-Mi. Not that they knew about the cruise, of course. She always told us they were visiting family in South Korea.” 
 
    “Hold up, I’m sorry, the mages’ cruise?!” My head whipped toward my father. “That’s why Grandma never spent Thanksgiving with us?” 
 
    Dad grunted without looking up. He dropped the last of our songpyeon onto the bed of fresh pine needles we’d placed in the old woven basket Grandma had always served hers in. Dad had put up some fuss about bringing it from home to appease my nostalgia, but I knew he was never not going to. He’d spent Chuseok all alone in September, wondering if I was ever coming home, so you’d better believe I was getting my favorite dish two months later on American Thanksgiving.  
 
    But I was obviously not getting an answer about Grandma’s holiday travels. I looked back at Aunt Rhea, pleading for more information with my eyes. She glanced at the back of my father’s bowed head and rolled her own eyes, which was, to my knowledge, the first time she’d managed such a nuanced facial gesture. It was also the first time I’d caught any glimpse of Remi in her human features.  
 
    “Tell you later,” she whispered, and if her conspiratorial tone didn’t make me feel warm and fuzzy enough, then her right hand on my shoulder sure did. She reached in front of me with her left to pluck a songpyeon from Dad’s carefully arranged nest.  
 
    He gave her a chiding look, and though her face remained placid, her eyes glittered with mischief as she drew back her prize. She leaned against the counter, folding one arm over the shapeless layers of sweater surrounding her thin waist. The hand that held the songpyeon trembled ever-so-slightly as it hovered in front of her nose.  
 
    “Mmmm.” Rhea inhaled deeply. “Now this brings back memories.” 
 
    She bit the treat in half and then politely held her wrist to her mouth as she licked away the honey and sesame seeds left on her lips.  
 
    “Did you celebrate Chuseok with Mom?” I asked Rhea. 
 
    She swallowed, and her brows knit with concentration as she answered out loud, “Not exactly. Your grandmother was very protective about the cultural traditions for honoring your ancestors. But Kim always made sure to sneak me plenty of these.” She gestured at my father with the remaining half of her songpyeon. “I remember them being prettier though.” 
 
    “And I remember you being nicer,” Dad groaned as he crossed the small kitchen to the sink. He nudged the faucet on and then paused. “Wait. No. I don’t.” 
 
    Rhea pushed away from the counter and joined him, soaping her hands before swiping the spout over to her side while Dad was mid-rinse. He sighed and rolled his head toward her, and she stiffly swiveled hers to stare back at him. In a span of just a few seconds, their locked eyes softened with affection, melted into nostalgia, and then hardened into unspeakable grief.  
 
    I froze, holding my breath and averting my eyes. I was afraid that if I respectfully turned around or even turned my head away, I would disrupt the moment, which seemed like it was probably an important steppingstone on their happily ever after journey. The intensity of their silence heightened every other sound—the water splashing on the dirty dishes; the cranberries dissolving into goo; the Christmas pop song belting from the living room; the wolves yelping and snarling in the back yard; and the ax chopping down our Christmas tree somewhere in the woods out back.  
 
    Dad’s phone rang. The combination of its explosively chipper ringtone and the violent rattle of its super-tough case on the kitchen counter caused Rhea’s whole body to startle. She clung to the edge of the sink as Dad’s head whipped around, a look of helpless dismay on his face. His hands continued dripping soapy water into the sink.  
 
    Being a good and helpful daughter, I reached for his big black brick of a device like I had a million other times in our lives, glancing casually at the screen to see who on earth would be calling him at noon on Thanksgiving. 
 
    “Meena…” Dad reached for me, splattering water all over the old yellow linoleum.  
 
    My brow scrunched into a hard squint at the photo accompanying the unfamiliar name of the caller—a laughing white woman with way too much facial contouring and a short, box-blonde, talk-to-the-manager haircut. She held an almost empty wine glass just below her artificially plump lips, and the fingers wrapped around its fragile stem sported long, orange and black coffin nails. The easel behind her head displayed a pitifully untalented painting of a scraggly black cat sitting on a pumpkin, wearing an offensively cartoonish witch’s hat.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The screen door slammed, making me jump even though I was the one who just let go of it. I gripped my sagging paper plate with both hands before I lost any of the songpyeon I’d hastily grabbed while fleeing the kitchen and all of my father’s sorry excuses for why he hadn’t bothered to let me know that he’d met someone while I was, you know, missing.  
 
    But not just any someone, and not just one someone. Oh, no. My dad met Marilyn Finch, a recently divorced administrative assistant and overwhelmed single mother of three boys. Ages: four, seven, and thirteen. Names: Brooks, Blake, and Bentley. In addition to painting and sipping on Tuesday evenings, she and my father enjoyed spinning and dipping at country swing dance lessons every Saturday afternoon, as well as hooting and hollering at Bentley’s football games each Thursday.  
 
    While I was missing.  
 
    But that wasn’t even the worst of it. 
 
    Marilyn Finch? She was thirty. 
 
    Or, as I liked to call it, twelve years old when my mother gave birth.  
 
    Magic crackled in my veins, tingling the tips of my fingers. I wanted to zap something, anything, preferably the phone that had just ruined my life, but I couldn’t because Dad was probably using it right now to tell Marilyn Finch how thankful he was to have her barely legal ass and three perfectly normal, non-magical boys in his life. I couldn’t rule out destroying it later though. My hurt, angry magic desperately needed to be unleashed, and I sure wasn’t going to destroy anything that belonged to Remi’s mate Laith—the only verifiably perfect man on the planet—and that was pretty much everything in front of me.  
 
    It would take Laith Brighton way more than fifteen measly years to start dating random women if Remi died. Fifteen decades? Fifteen centuries? Fifteen thousand lifetimes? Maybe it had something to do with him being a cat shifter, but the way he looked at Remi reminded me of the high priest who can’t get over the Pharaoh’s mistress in a mummy movie. Which was honestly kind of baffling if you knew Remi, bless her heart, but that only made the intensity of his devotion more inspiring. If a weirdo like my cousin could be loved like that, then surely the rest of us could. 
 
    Surely my mother could. 
 
    I thought she had. My father had been faithful to her memory all this time, never dating, never mentioning the possibility of dating. That’s why I stupidly assumed he’d be alone forever if he didn’t wind up with Rhea, the only other person who could possibly understand the depth of his loss, just as only he could understand the depth of hers. What could possibly have changed so much in the last three months that Dad was suddenly ready for not just a girlfriend but three new kids? 
 
    Tears stung my eyes, but I blinked them away, setting my jaw against the sour emotions welling in my throat. I knew exactly what had changed. 
 
    The effort of holding back so much magic left me breathless and dizzy in a way I’d never experienced. Maybe because I’d been using more of it lately now that I wasn’t in constant peril? Braden and Castle had been showing me and the twins some of the basics we were missing out on by not being at Broken Wand. So far, these informal lessons had proven way more fun than the few classes I’d actually attended, mostly because while Remi and Rahm were exceptionally talented at casting magic on pure instinct, they were hilariously terrible at doing any spells that required technique.  
 
    Unlike me. A star pupil, according to Braden.  
 
    I took a few deep breaths to steady my nerves and then walked across the porch to the wooden steps that led down into the park-like expanse of grass and trees that everyone referred to as the backyard. An absurd misnomer, in my suburban opinion. Backyards had rusty trampolines and moldy above ground pools. They did not have gently babbling brooks meandering through them. They were not surrounded by untamed wilderness on two sides and a horse pasture on the other. But on the off chance that they were, the horse that lived there was probably not a retired racehorse who made thirty thousand dollars every time he had sex.  
 
    Moonshine was a gift from Belhollow to Laith, her way of apologizing for that time she kidnapped him and turned him over to the Tooth & Claw Society to become Chairman Helms’ new hyena-controlling Manipulator so that when the Chairman came for Remi, his hyena puppets could be turned against him. You know, just your typical future mother-in-law hijinks.  
 
    Laith seemed content to call it even, but that didn’t mean Moonshine’s arrival had gone smoothly. After visiting the stable in Kentucky where he’d been living, Remi became understandably upset on behalf of every mare who never had a say in whether or not she wanted Moonshine to be her baby daddy. It wasn’t enough for her that he would probably never come in contact with a mare again, though; she wanted him fixed. But Laith got triggered because Moonshine couldn’t consent to being sterilized, and so, the otherwise happy couple had been bickering off and on about it ever since.  
 
    Not that either of them had asked, but I was on Remi’s side. Female solidarity and all that, yes, but also Moonshine was mean. I didn’t know much about horses, but my friend Vicky had a predictably short-lived stint as a horse girl in the tenth grade, and I remembered that horses without balls made the best pets. And that’s all Moonshine was now: a beautiful, black, half-ton pet with so much aggressive confidence that he was currently just standing by the fence with his ears pinned back, watching the frolicking wolves like he thought he could take them on.  
 
    All morning long, the pack had been playing a game of their own invention, a nonsensical mash-up of football, soccer, and hide-and-seek that honestly just seemed like an excuse to violent crash their animal bodies into each other over and over and over again. Since this game was not safe for human participation, I’d spent most of the day helping in the kitchen, sneaking wistful peeks through the window over the sink as my new friends took turns trying to carry a very slobbery pigskin over the wooden footbridge that crossed the creek at the center of the yard, which until recently had been guarded by Remi and the incredible strength she’d inherited from Belhollow.  
 
    She must not have trusted Laith and Braden to cut down the Christmas tree alone though because now it was Rahm crouched in front of the bridge, his gangly haunches lifted in the air so that his extra fluffy tail curled over his back like a scorpion stinger. His almost black ears lay flat against his smokey gray scalp, vibrant green eyes darting nervously between the two white wolves closing in on him.  
 
    One of them—I couldn’t tell Winter and Hickoree apart when they were shifted, although no one would ever make that mistake when they were not—clutched the somewhat deflated football in her jaws as she danced in place, preparing to bolt across the bridge the second her teammate got Rahm out of the way. But from up here, I could see a second gray wolf, Winter’s boyfriend Kanze, hiding behind one of the magnificent oak trees, poised to tackle the wolf with the ball before she made it across. 
 
    “Rahm.” I spoke straight into his mind with mine. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Busy!” he barked back, blissfully unaware of the fact that if we didn’t act fast his mother was going to be alone forever and Marilyn Finch was not.  
 
    “This is important,” I snapped.  
 
    No response.  
 
    Sighing, I lifted my gaze to the woods at the far end of the yard. The chopping sounds had ceased, so either Remi and the boys were returning with the Christmas tree, or it had fallen on them and now they were all dead, and I was single, but my father was not. Except I wasn’t really not single anyway. Braden and I were… a thing? Maybe? But we weren’t, um, doing anything that people who are things usually do? I guess it would be more accurate to say that we were talking. Talking and talking and talking.  
 
    Two months as a grizzly bear had profoundly changed Braden’s life, mostly for the better, but also… for the boring. I hated saying that because it was probably every alcoholic’s worst fear about getting sober, but that fear was totally unfounded. Braden would have been even more insufferable if he were still drinking.  
 
    Okay, insufferable was probably too harsh. I hadn’t even been sure if I really liked him before I turned him into a bear, and now I was certain that I did like him, very much. That was the problem. I liked our deep talks on our long walks, and I liked the way his scruffy chin jutted forward when he was concentrating on magic, and I liked the way his sandy brown hair always stuck up a little in the front because he needed something to do with his hands now that they weren’t holding beer bottles, and I liked the way his thermal sweaters clung to all the thick muscles of his torso, and I really liked the way his jeans hugged everything else…  
 
    But something was missing.  
 
    Kissing. That’s what was missing.  
 
    True, it was something I had a rather embarrassing history of rushing into—hope you’re okay out there somewhere, Dashrath—but I didn’t think it unreasonable to expect a little more than sweet pecks on the cheek from Braden during our first two weeks of dating, if that’s what we were doing. Kissing on the mouth would make it a lot easier to know if that was indeed what we were doing. But Braden seemed to think mouths were only for talking about the meaning of life.  
 
    Luckily, whenever I grew weary of having my hand chastely held while Braden waxed philosophical about the nature of human consciousness, I could just send him outside for a meditation lesson with Laith, who was basically the shifter equivalent of a Jedi Knight. But, like, the rebellious smoldering kind whose passion destroyed the galaxy. Every single night. Sometimes twice. In the room right next to mine.  
 
    But that was fine. From now on, I would just fold my pillow over my ears and think about Marilyn Finch and her over-sized lips, and sexual desire would no longer be a problem. Braden was free from ever having to kiss me. While everyone else moved on to new adventures in January, I would stay here with Aunt Rhea. Two lonely spinster ladies. Rahm could make a movie about us called Never Again Kissed.  
 
    A gristly metallic screech yanked my attention to the left where, just beyond the corner of the wraparound porch, Hickoree’s boyfriend Xander stood watching with concern as Diego Machado attacked an ancient charcoal grill with a stiff bristled brush. They were supposed to be grilling sweet potatoes for everyone and a special steak just for spoiled princess Remi, but much like my father’s love life, it didn’t appear to be going as anyone planned.  
 
    The screeching intensified, and Diego began muttering in Spanish, which I remembered just enough of from high school to know that he wanted to be inside watching football instead. But Remi wanted a steak in addition to turkey, so Diego would grill Remi a steak because Diego was Remi’s dad.  
 
    Officially, he was only her regent, the person she had appointed to govern in her stead until such time that she was deemed mature enough to actually lead shifter society. But Diego got that job because he was her dad. Not through blood or laws or never-been-done-before magic like Belhollow. He just was. If anyone were dumb enough to point this out, they would definitely both deny it, but there he was, grilling her majesty a 20-ounce, organic, grass-fed rib-eye for Thanksgiving dinner and dramatically whining about it like he couldn’t have just said, ‘No, Remi, you will not die without a rib-eye.’  
 
    Total dad move.  
 
    I looked down at the songpyeon mine had spent the whole morning working on. A surge of guilt quelled the bratty magic buzzing in my hands. I recognized the way Diego looked at Remi because I had been looked at that way my entire life. Marilyn Finch and her three snot-nosed sons still had to go, but… perhaps I had overreacted a bit. Dad had been in a vulnerable place without me all autumn, and Marilyn had clearly taken advantage of that, probably under the mistaken impression that he had money. He would need my guidance on how to extract himself from this toxic situation.  
 
    Sharp yips and ragged snarls erupted from the playing field. Suddenly, all four wolves were tumbling together in the dry yellow grass, chewing on whatever body parts their fangs could find. Moonshine snorted and stamped the ground, which seemed like a pretty sick burn on the pack since one of the only other things I knew about horses was that Vicky’s horse girl career had ended with a broken arm when her rent-a-mare spooked over a soda bottle rolling across the riding stable’s parking lot. 
 
    Laughing to myself, I sank down on the top step to watch the next round and work up the will to go apologize to Dad for being such an ungrateful daughter. The wolves must have gotten fed up with wading through all the leaves that had been covering the lawn because there was a truly enormous pile of reds and golds and browns heaped right up against the porch’s lattice skirt. The pile was so tall and wide that leaves were spilling through the slatted handrails onto both the porch and stairs. I shook my head; those goofy furballs were just going to have to move the whole thing to the burn pile in the yard’s far back corner later.  
 
    Balancing my overloaded plate on my knees, I bent over and inhaled the sweet pine and honey fragrance wafting off my treats. Grandma’s voice echoed in my mind, telling me, as she had every year, that I would have a beautiful daughter because my songpyeon were so pretty. I smiled, remembering what always happened next: I would point out that she was the one who made the songpyeon so pretty, and she would beam, glance at the nearest photo of my mother, and say, “You see? It works!” 
 
    Unfortunately for my hypothetical daughter, the songpyeon in front of me were butt ugly. As in, some of them truly looked like the kind of moon rotten little kids pressed against their school bus windows instead of like cute little halves of the one that hung in the sky. Dad and I had made an honest effort, but our fingers lacked her grace in shaping the dough around the filling, leaving most of the rice cake with deep. unappetizing center creases. We also shouldn’t have skipped the berry juice food coloring; without it, our songpyeon were as white as Chelsea Pruitt, the middle-school queen bee who once told me that no one should dye things pastel pink and blue and yellow after Labor Day.  
 
    Licking my lips, I selected the songpyeon that gave my future daughter her best shot at being only moderately hideous and bit off the rounded corner. Instantly, the leaf pile at my side heaved upward in a rustling explosion of color. I screamed and jerked my legs to the right, sending half my songpyeon bouncing down the steps and onto the ground.  
 
    Cradling the precious survivors, I started to get up and run from whatever new threat had found us, but a familiar chuffing sound stopped me mid-launch. I peeked over my shoulder to see the cascade of leaves continue as a shaggy black bear shook her giant smelly body from big blocky head to stubby little tail.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, very funny, guys!” Remi bawled, stretching her muscular neck toward her cackling pack, and baring her long yellow fangs. “Real mature!” 
 
    Clutching my thundering heart, I started to ease my legs back into their former position, but Remi’s head snapped to the right, enormous nostrils flaring. She struck like a cobra, gobbling up the fallen songpyeon and, judging from all the crunching, no small number of leaves with them. When she lifted her beady brown eyes to mine, long pink tongue swiping around her velvety brown muzzle, every single hair on my body stood at attention, making my arms as pale and pimpled as an uncooked turkey carcass. 
 
    “What the hell did I just eat?” Remi growled. “Because it’s my new favorite food.” 
 
    “Songpyeon,” I answered weakly. “They’re, um, rice cakes stuffed with honey and sesame seeds. They’re supposed to look like little half-moons, but—” 
 
    “I like moons,” Remi said, rearing up on her hind legs and indicating the white crescent patch on her chest with one massive paw. She had inherited the marking from Belhollow, and was therefore inordinately proud of it, which didn’t really phase me, having never met Belhollow, but Remi’s pack all agreed that the resemblance was a little too uncanny, as if Remi were just wearing Belhollow’s bear skin the way Norman Bates wore his mother’s dresses to do murders. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I said patiently because sometimes one had to speak to the St. James twins as though they were large, powerful toddlers. “Your moon is much prettier than these turned out to be.” 
 
    “Huh.” Remi settled back on all fours, smacking her lips. “Well, if you don’t want…” 
 
    “I do,” I said quickly, tugging the plate close to my chest. “They taste just fine.” 
 
    Remi lowered her muzzle and looked up at me with sad teddy bear eyes, but it was the way her ridiculously large round ears drooped that got me. I would never say this out loud to anyone, least of all Remi, but in spite of her size and strength, there was still something adorably cub-like about her new face. Like maybe the bear-to-human age ratio wasn’t quite the same as human-to-wolf.  
 
    Sighing, I picked up the cake on the far side of the plate that had already been exposed to her hot, rank breath and offered it up with a trembling hand. I trusted Remi with my life, but I did not trust any bear, even a very cute one, with my fingers. 
 
    Remi’s shiny wet nose loomed toward the treat, her jowls quivering with anticipation, but at the last second, she drew back. “Hang on.” 
 
    The bear hunkered down—fur receding, muscles shrinking, bones cracking—and a few moments later, my cousin was crouched in front of me like a butt naked frog. I averted my eyes as she hopped to her feet and bounded up the steps, but I wasn’t fast enough to avoid noticing that it had been several hot and itchy minutes since the future queen of shifters had shaved her legs. 
 
    “August,” Remi said as she shimmied back into her discarded pile of clothes. “I shaved while Mom and I were at the beach, but as soon as we got home, I got shot, and then I had to stay a wolf for five weeks, and then Mom and like a hundred other people died, so then I was depressed and didn’t really get out of bed, and then you and Daniel showed up, and then we killed him and I took over the world…” Remi plunked herself down on the step beside me and shrugged. “Must’ve slipped my mind.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I cringed; I had a bad habit of thinking on public channels.  
 
    “You’re fine,” Remi chuckled, reaching down to scratch her calves through her flannel pajamas bottoms. “It has gotten totally out of control. I don’t think there’s even a point in trying now though.” She rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    I lifted my brow, surprised by the bitterness in her tone, and handed her the breath-dampened songpyeon. “Uh-oh. Trouble in bearadise?” 
 
    Remi’s lips quirked upward at my stupid pun. “No, it’s great. Being a bear is the best,” she said quickly, and then she hurriedly chomped the lumpy little cake in half without any of the suspicious eyeballing my friends back home would have given it. Holding her wrist in front of her overstuffed mouth, she muttered a string of curses as she chewed. Finally, she swallowed and announced, “Honey is the best.” 
 
    I laughed, taking a polite human-sized bite of my own. “I realize this is probably a specist question, so feel free to bite my head off, but did you, um, always feel this way about honey, or…?” 
 
    “Nope. Not really. It’s definitely a bear thing.” Remi’s eyebrows flattened. “Just one of many ironies.” 
 
    “Ironies?” 
 
    Remi stared straight ahead, but she didn’t seem to be seeing the wolves wrestling by the creek or even the gently swaying pines at the far end of the yard. I tensed because only Laith could coax her out of flashback mode, but this time, her haunted gaze never escalated into terror. The chilly breeze ruffled her dark chestnut hair, and after pushing an unruly lock behind her ear, she raked her fingers down the hard, sharp angle of her jaw. In profile, she looked so much like her brother that I could never decide if she was an especially handsome girl or if Rahm was an especially pretty boy. Either way, Marilyn Finch wished she woke up with their contouring. 
 
    “It’s just—” Remi aggressively bit the remaining half of her songpyeon in half, and then continued with her mouth full. “I’m exhausted as soon as I wake up. I’m ravenous no matter how much I eat, sometimes for things I never used to eat. And today I’m wearing drawstring pants.” She glowered at her snack. “Because reasons.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, pulling a face. “That is ironic.” 
 
    Remi grunted and popped the last bite into her mouth, licking her fingers as she continued frowning into the distance. I looked down at my plate, unsure what to say in this extremely unique situation that had been the elephant in the room for the last two weeks—minus the ongoing debate over Moonshine’s manhood.  
 
    Remi had been conceived for the sole purpose of breaking a three-hundred-year-old curse that prevented shifters from conceiving. Her own existence was possible only through a loophole the spell casters had failed to foresee, a loophole accidentally discovered by a cougar shifter named Dahlia when she slept with Professor Phorm in exchange for a custom wolf glamour to hide her true nature.  
 
    Dahlia named that accident Daniel.  
 
    Rhea wouldn’t talk about how she met Dahlia or anything that happened after because Remi wasn’t ready to listen, so the rest of us remained in frustrating darkness about the events leading up to the twins’ birth and Remi’s subsequent binding to Daniel. We knew even less about why Dahlia had eventually handed her son over to the Chairman, who made Daniel his heir but only as a spare in case he never found the boy he really wanted: Isaak Belhollow. 
 
    Isaak was also a shifter-witch hybrid, which meant that in spite of the fate bond, Remi could have broken the curse with him instead. But Dahlia and Daniel weren’t about to let that happen. They found Isaak first, and then they found Rahm too. With his terrifying gift of Manipulation, Daniel essentially possessed Rahm, infiltrated the Gladwell Academy, and murdered Isaak before he and Remi could even meet.  
 
    Now Daniel was dead, and Remi was free, but the fertility curse remained firmly in place, so everyone had to listen to Remi and Laith argue over the ethics of horse breeding rather than say what they were actually feeling about what Daniel’s death meant for their future.  
 
    I opened my mouth, not knowing what would or should come out, but in the same instant, Remi’s face went smoothly blank as if someone had pressed a reset button. She turned suddenly, and without asking, snatched another songpyeon off my plate. My mouth fell further open with an irritated sigh, and she flashed a roguish grin that told me the moment had passed.  
 
    “There’s more in the kitchen,” I said, “if you want your own plate.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’d be amazing,” she mumbled, mouth once again full. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t offering to get it for you. Last time I checked, you had two perfectly functional legs.” 
 
    “Yes, but you see, I can barely lift them these days, what with all this freakish unnatural fur all over my fragile female body…” Remi started to tug up one of her pajama legs.  
 
    “Okay, okay!” I slapped her hand. “It was just an observation! I said I was sorry!” 
 
    “Sorry enough?” she pouted and tried to pull the teddy bear face, which was not nearly as effective with her bright green human eyes and small stationary ears. But I knew she was afraid of getting caught alone in the kitchen with Rhea.  
 
    “Fine,” I huffed. “When I finish all of these.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” Remi said, grinning triumphantly as she scooted down to the next step and propped her elbows on the top one. She held the songpyeon up, studying its shape and texture. “So, are these, like, a Korean Thanksgiving thing?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” I said. “Korean Thanksgiving is actually its own holiday. That’s when we usually make them, but I missed it this year.” I curled my lip. “Because reasons.” 
 
    Remi’s brow knit together. “Those pilgrims sure did get around.” 
 
    “No pilgrims,” I groaned. “Totally unrelated. It’s called Chuseok. It’s a time to celebrate the harvest and honor our ancestors.” 
 
    Remi sat up a little straighter. “Honor them how?” 
 
    “We leave them food offerings for one thing,” I said, gesturing with my plate. “These are always a big hit, according to my grandmother.” 
 
    Remi slumped, looking sadly at her songpyeon. “I want to do that for Mom and Isaak. Now that I know how hungry they must be.” 
 
    “Then do it.” I had never formed an opinion one way or another about whether or not the ancestors could actually enjoy our Chuseok offerings through some mysterious metaphysical process, but the act of performing the rituals with my father and grandmother had always left me feeling more connected to my mother, and it seemed like something similar might be a good way for Remi to bring some sense of order to her wild grief. 
 
    “I can’t,” Remi said miserably. “I’m white. We only leave food out for Santa.” 
 
    “Well, I did that too,” I laughed. Then I carefully touched her arm. “I appreciate you knowing you shouldn’t steal traditions that don’t belong to you, but everyone has ancestors, and we know better than most that they are still out there. It’s totally okay if you make up your own ritual. It’s just a nice way to say—”  
 
    My throat suddenly seized up, choking off my words. I had missed Grandma’s first Chuseok as an ancestor, and I had missed making an offering to my mother for the first time in my life, and who knew if my father had even bothered? Marilyn Finch probably thought it was weird, maybe even wrong.  
 
    “I’m not forgetting you?” Remi suggested softly. 
 
    “Yeah.” I scrunched my burning eyes shut. “That’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Remi said. “I stole it from the movie Coco.” 
 
    We both laughed and then fell into an easy silence. Well, it wasn’t really silent because Remi was chewing a little too loud, and it wasn’t really easy because our feelings were a little too hard, but it felt… safe. Like we had opened up an umbrella that no one else needed on this beautiful, sunny day. Something about it made me picture my mother sneaking some of Grandma’s beautiful songpyeon next door to Rhea, and I wordlessly thrust my plate under Remi’s nose. She picked up the last little cake with her mouth like a dog. 
 
    “You’re so weird,” I said. “Truly the weirdest person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Remi pointed her chin at her pack mates and mumbled, “Weirder than them?” 
 
    “Weirder than all of them put together,” I said.  
 
    Remi grasped the other end of her songpyeon and ripped off the part already in her mouth. “You’re only saying that because Winter and Hickoree shave their legs, but they’re dating goobers, and I’m engaged to him, so…” 
 
    I tracked Remi’s gaze to the far end of the yard where Laith and Braden had just emerged from the woods, our Christmas tree slung between them. My heart did a funny little flip. Guys in cozy winter wear actually doing the sort of thing catalog models pretended to do in order to sell cozy winter wear was turning out to be an unexpectedly huge turn on for me. I just wanted to peel that knit beanie off Braden’s head and run my hands through his sweaty hat hair and over his shoulders to unzip that flannel coat… 
 
    “Boys are so cute,” Remi said in a patronizing tone as if two fawns had just come out to graze in the meadow. “Either of them could carry that alone, but they’re carrying it together because they want to help each other get laid. So sweet.” 
 
    I snorted. “If only Braden cared about getting himself laid.” 
 
    Remi tilted her head back to peer up at me, eyebrows lifted. I looked around to make sure no one else was within earshot and then scooted down to the step she was sitting on. Hairy weirdo that she was, she did take Laith to bed every night.  
 
    “He won’t even kiss me,” I whispered. 
 
    “Won’t?” Remi narrowed her eyes. “Or hasn’t?” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” I hissed. “It’s been two weeks and—” 
 
    “Have you tried kissing him?” she asked, clearly trying not to laugh. 
 
    I stared at her. “Well, no!” 
 
    Remi smirked. “Then you don’t know if he won’t. He just hasn’t yet. But he will.” 
 
    “Why not?” I demanded, gripping her arm. “Tell me the truth. Is there something off-putting about my mouth?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Remi reached over and grasped my chin, turning my head from one side to the other and lifting it up and down. “Nope. Ten-ten would recommend. Hell, if we weren’t cousins…” She waggled her eyebrows and leaned closer. 
 
    “Stahhp!” I squealed, pushing her away. “If we weren’t cousins, your breath would still smell like you just ate dead leaves.” 
 
    Remi shoved me back. “You really just see Bigfoot when you look at me, don’t you?” 
 
    “I mean…” I propped my foot beside hers on the bottom step. Even with my shoe on, it was at least a size smaller than hers in its wool sock.  
 
    She kicked me. “Well, take it from Sasquatch, boys are very delicate creatures, Meena. He’s probably just shy or insecure about something. He’ll kiss you when he’s ready. Or you could just kiss him and find out.” 
 
    “I saw him naked in the dungeon,” I muttered. “He doesn’t have anything to be insecure about.” 
 
    Remi choked on her last bite and wiped her lips. “Well, neither does Laith, but—” She looked around to see if anyone was listening and then lowered her voice. “Look, don’t tell anyone I told you this, especially not my loudmouth brother, but I’m not joking. Boys are delicate, okay? If they get all up in their feelings about something…” She lifted her brow and glanced pointedly downward. “Laith has been out of order for two weeks.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Um, thank you for trying to make me feel better in your own extremely weird way, but we share a wall. I know that’s not true.” 
 
    Remi lifted one eyebrow. “I didn’t say I’m out of order.” 
 
    We stared at each other for a long moment, and then I groaned and covered my face with my hands. “Well, do you think could try sounding a little less in order out of respect for those less fortunate?” 
 
    “I’ll try, but…” Remi leaned back with a satisfied sigh and crossed one ankle over the other knee. “You know what they say about—”  
 
    The screen door squealed open behind us, and Remi nearly jumped out of her skin, scrambling to sit up straight and prim with her hands folded neatly on her knees. That made me laugh until I doubled over wheezing. She elbowed me hard in the arm, which only made it worse. With tears in my eyes, I twisted my neck around to find Rhea holding the door open, watching us with an unreadable expression. 
 
    Remi glanced back and shrank into her shoulders. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “I’m just wondering if Diego is ready for this enormous piece of meat,” Rhea said in perfect deadpan, “or if that’s just you two?” 
 
    Remi’s face flushed spectacularly red, and I lost it all over again, clamping both hands over my mouth. Remi stared straight ahead, absolutely mortified, but also, I could tell, slightly pleased by this turn of events. Her love language was being roasted.  
 
    “Well?” Rhea asked innocently. “Should I bring it out?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Remi said hoarsely, and then cleared her throat. She cupped her hands over her mouth and shouted, “Hey, are you ready for the steak, old man?” 
 
    Diego turned around with a look on his face like he was going to cuss Remi out, but his snarl shifted instantly into a smile when he saw Rhea standing behind us. “I am so very sorry, Remi, but the rocks, they will not light up.” 
 
    Remi’s head jerked back. “Did you just say you’re so very sorry?” 
 
    Diego’s smile widened. “Yes, of course. I am always sorry to disappoint you, but I am afraid it will have to wait until another day. We need new rocks.” 
 
    “Why are you being so polite?” Remi shouted. “It’s weirding me out. And why are you talking about rocks?” 
 
    Diego lost it a little and gestured at the grill. “You set the rocks on fire! But these are too old! They will not burn!” 
 
    “Anything will burn,” Remi muttered. She turned toward the wolves and roared, “Time out! Rahm!” 
 
    The pack froze, dropping to their bellies in the grass. It was kind of creepy how much authority she had over them when they were shifted. Only Rahm remained on his feet, ears flattened with annoyance. “I am busy!” 
 
    “Rahm, go set Diego’s rocks on fire,” she ordered. 
 
    “Excuse me?!” Rahm yelped. 
 
    “The rocks in the grill!” 
 
    “The charcoal?” Rahm asked.  
 
    “Sure, whatever!” Remi gave an exaggerated shrug. “Just light them up, will you?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “What will you give me?” 
 
    “A piece of steak.” 
 
    “Half!” Rahm shouted. 
 
    “A third,” Remi countered. 
 
    Rahm growled. “A quarter!” 
 
    “Sold!” Remi jerked her thumb at the grill. “Do your thing!” 
 
    Rahm lifted his wolf chin proudly and trotted across the lawn to the grill, fluffy tail waving like a flag. Xander ran backwards several yards, and I could tell Diego wanted to also, but he kept glancing at Rhea as if to make sure she was noticing his devotion to both her precious little gremlins.  
 
    “Remi,” Rhea said carefully. “You shouldn’t use your brother like a candle lighter. He’s not had any real training, and his emotions are very erratic.” 
 
    Remi’s face hardened, whatever tiny ember of warmth she and Rhea had just kindled instantly fizzling out. “I think I know what he’s capable of.” 
 
    Rahm reared up on his hind legs, planting his front paws on the wooden trays on either side of the grill basket. He pulled his head back like a little boy getting ready to blow out his birthday candles, and then exhaled a stream of bright orange flames into the bed of charcoal.  
 
    There was a soft whoosh, followed by a tremendous roar, and then a blue fireball swallowed Rahm whole. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rahm shrieked—the heart-wrenching cry of a puppy getting ran over, but much much worse, a thousand times worse, especially in tandem with Rhea’s hoarse human scream. Still shrieking, Rahm toppled backward out of the bright blue blaze, but the blaze came with him, leaving only a charred patch of grass where the grill had just been. The flames clung to the shape of Rahm’s body, filling the air with the stench of burning fur.  
 
    “Stop, drop, and roll!” Xander screamed. “Stop, drop, and roll!” 
 
    Rahm did not stop, drop, or roll. He ran in tight circles around the disintegrated grill, fiery tail tucked between his legs, which couldn’t possibly have been helping the pain situation any. The rest of the pack sprinted across the lawn toward him, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Braden and Laith drop the Christmas tree. 
 
    The rickety old porch shuddered as Rhea bolted forward, leaped clear over the steps where Remi and I sat frozen in horror, and hit the ground running. Remi swore, scrambled to her feet, and promptly tripped on her loose pajamas. She face-planted hard in the leaves but managed to recover some dignity by instantly rolling onto her back, right arm outstretched like some kind of badass movie sniper. A jet of white magic shot from her palm, whizzed past Rhea, and knocked Rahm off his paws. 
 
    The screaming stopped, but the fire raged on. 
 
    Remi cursed and flipped over onto all fours, covering an impressive amount of ground that way before finally getting her feet underneath her. I followed, magic surging through my veins, but I didn’t know anything specific I could do with it that might help, and I was terrified that if I tried, it might misunderstand my adrenaline and hurt Rahm more. 
 
    “Roll!” Xander shouted, spinning in exaggerated circles like a kindergarten teacher trying to explain the concept without getting down on the floor. “Just roll now!” 
 
    “Roll! Roll! Roll!” Hickoree, Winter, and Kanze chorused inside our minds, while barking their heads off on the outside.  
 
    When Rahm didn’t immediately obey, they dropped to the ground and began demonstrating the joyful, squirming maneuvers of a dog who just discovered a mysterious pile of poop. Groaning, Rahm began rocking from side to side and shimmying on his back, all four paws waving like torches.  
 
    Rhea stumbled into the growing circle of blackened grass and reached for her son in spite of the flames, but Diego snagged her around the waist and whirled her to the side. “No! Do not touch! No one touch! Sunfire spreads!” 
 
    “I know what it is!” Rhea snarled, clawing at his arms. “Let me go!” 
 
    “Don’t!” Remi shouted as she skid into the spot that Rhea had just occupied. “Rahm! Get up! Go to… go to the… go…” 
 
    “The creek!” I cried, colliding with Remi’s left shoulder. She pitched forward like a flimsy scarecrow, but I caught her elbow and yanked her back before she fell on her brother and went up in flames too. “Get in the creek, Rahm!” 
 
    “I can’t see!” he wailed. 
 
    “Guide him!” I took the liberty of ordering Remi’s pack because the violent trembling in my cousin’s arm told me the acrid smoke and billowing heat had triggered a flashback. We weren’t supposed to touch her when that happened, but since I already was, I linked my elbow tightly through hers so she couldn’t get in the way. “Follow their voices, Rahm!” 
 
    “It won’t work, Meena!” Rhea shouted. “It has to be magic! You need to make water!” 
 
    “Make water?!” I stared at her, incredulous. “I can’t do that!” 
 
    “You’re a drifter, aren’t you?” she growled, struggling against Diego’s iron grip. “Figure it out!” 
 
    A fresh wave of heat flooded my ears and cheeks, coming from the inside. I was a drifter, theoretically capable of casting any type of magic, but none of our informal lessons thus far had delved into the elements. Plus, I simply didn’t have my cousins’ knack for ‘casting raw,’ as Castle called their powerful burst of bare-handed magic. Without my wand, I had no hope of figuring out how to conjure water on the fly, and my wand was currently tucked under my pillow upstairs where Dad wouldn’t have to see it.  
 
    “Move!” Braden boomed over the roaring blaze. “Out of my way!” 
 
    I looked toward the gruff voice, grateful butterflies swarming in my chest, but it was Laith I saw first. His eyes never left Remi as he charged through the blue-black smoke, leaping clean over one of the white wolves who didn’t move fast enough. When he veered toward us, and I finally got a hazy glimpse of my own maybe-sorta-kinda boyfriend ripping his gloves off and pushing his coat sleeves up at a dead run, the butterflies took a sharp, thrilling dive into my core.  
 
    Without missing a stride, Braden’s fists came together in a vertical wringing gesture. After several quick twists, a deep blue glow enveloped his hands, and he tilted them forward as if gripping a fireman’s hose. Water burst forth with so much force that it propelled him several steps backward, but he stayed on his feet, keeping the blast trained on the squirming blue fireball. His powerful forearms bulged with the effort, showing off every vein and sinew as he squinted into the swirling smoke and steam.  
 
    I licked my parched lips. Water had never made me so thirsty.  
 
    Laith suddenly appeared in front of Remi, taking her petrified face gently in his hands and rather rudely blocking my view. Not that he wasn’t a total view in his own right, but he wasn’t mine, and also, my current fantasies could have gone without the stark reminder that I’d been failing to make Braden smolder the way Laith was smoldering over Remi even when her eyes were vacant and she had a little bit of honey on her chin.  
 
    I unhooked my arm from hers, and Laith gave me an appreciative nod as he backed his traumatized mate away from the upsetting scene. Belhollow wasn’t killed by fire, but she had died inside the burning Gladwell Academy, and Remi’s asshole brain liked to drag her back to that moment, usually at times that made no sense to anyone else. I knew Laith must be worried about the aftershocks of an episode that did make perfect sense. I was too, maybe even more so because I knew she was going to blame herself for this.  
 
    Rahm released his most high-pitched shriek yet, and through the fading smoke, I saw what looked like a freakishly tall and skinny, grayish-pink pig wallowing in a circle of wet black soot and very dead grass. His beautiful coat had vanished, every last fluffy inch of it. 
 
    “Don’t look at me!” he moaned. “Nobody look at me!” 
 
    Everyone was looking, of course. Even Laith pulled his eyes away from Remi long enough to realize what had happened and try to hide a laugh with a cough. Having been hit with a similar coughing fit, Diego finally released Aunt Rhea. She ran and dropped to her knees beside Rahm’s head, tentatively touching the bare scalp between his ears.  
 
    “Are you hurt, son?” she asked, voice hitching with emotion.  
 
    “Worse!” He flopped his head into her lap. “I’m ruined!” 
 
    Rhea laughed softly as her fingers tenderly examined his skin. I crept closer, drawing magic into my fingertips in case he needed any pain relief. That was one of the few simple spells I had mastered over the last two weeks that both of my cousins had failed at. Rahm couldn’t manage it at all, and Remi… well, she went overboard and left Hickoree, our magic-obsessed guinea pig, in a state of total paralysis for thirty-seven minutes. 
 
    “I think you’re fine, sweetheart,” Rhea announced after a few moments, and I felt my magic draining back toward my heart, a little dejected. Obviously, I didn’t want my best friend to be in pain, but I wanted to make it up to Rhea that I hadn’t known how to help. If Braden hadn’t been here… 
 
    “I! Am! Bald! Mother!” Rahm lifted his naked head and glared past me at Remi. “She did this on purpose! I always knew she was the evil twin!” 
 
    “Hush.” Rhea closed her hand around Rahm’s muzzle even though he didn’t need it to telepathically talk. “You’d have melted like a snowman if your sister hadn’t cast such a powerful protection ward.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Remi mumbled hoarsely. “You can say you told me so.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. Remi was huddled under Laith’s arm, still fully human, yet I could swear her ears were somehow drooping. She kept her red-rimmed eyes pointed at the ground and her hands shoved into her pajama pockets. The fact that they had pockets suggested they were Laith’s, which explained a little better why she’d fallen on her face. 
 
    “Did you tell her so?!” Rahm yelped. 
 
    Rhea pressed her lips together. Rahm pushed himself into a sitting position so that they were eye level. I had to bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from snickering at all the useless little nipples running down either side of his stomach. I tried to catch Braden’s eyes because this was a question that had been inexplicably plaguing him about his time as a bear, but he was too busy trying to wrestle his sopping wet coat off to notice. 
 
    “Mo-o-o-om!” Rahm drew the word out obnoxiously. “If you told her so, then tell her that you told her so!”  
 
    Rhea looked like she wanted to bop him on the nose with a newspaper. “Remi isn’t mine to scold,” she said brusquely. “But I will tell you to stop showboating, and then the next time you set yourself on sunfire, I will say I told you so.” 
 
    “Sunfire?” Rahm pinned his ears back. “What the hell is—” 
 
    Distant thunder cut him off. He cocked his head and lifted his eyes to the cloudless blue sky. Rhea frowned and looked down, pressing one hand to the earth as the rumble grew louder. She was right; I could feel the vibrations in my feet, the way I could back home when a train was approaching our neighborhood, but I knew the farm wasn’t close to any railroad tracks because Belhollow had left specific instructions in her will that Moonshine should not live close to any railroad tracks or busy highways due to his sensitivities.  
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    In sudden eerie unison, the four wolves snapped their pricked ears and quivering noses toward the wooden fence where the big black stallion had been standing all morning. He was not standing there now. He was nowhere to be seen. But all that could be heard. 
 
    Laith trotted by, quickly picking up steam once he passed the rest of the family. Remi appeared at my side, arms crossed, scowling at her mate’s back. He had almost reached the gate when Moonshine crested the knoll that sloped away from his barn. Laith shouted and waved his arms, but the black blur grew larger by the second. Remi cursed. 
 
    “Moonshine, no!” Laith screamed. 
 
    But Moonshine said yes. He sailed over the wooden fence, slowing time itself with the frightening beauty of so many powerful muscles working together to launch his half-ton bulk into the air. Laith dove out of the way, and Moonshine’s front hooves came down right where he’d been standing. The instant his rear hooves touched the ground, they launched him forward like he was leaving the gate at Belmont Park.  
 
    “The porch!” Remi pushed me behind her. “Get on the porch!” 
 
    Rahm, in all his naked mole rat glory, stepped in front of his mother with a warning snarl. Diego darted forward and grasped Rhea by the elbows, hauling her onto her feet. He pushed her toward us, repeating Remi’s order, but clearly including Remi herself in it. She ignored him, moving forward to join her brother, energy crackling as if she meant to shift. 
 
    “Rahm!” Rhea snapped her fingers. Her other arm snaked around my frozen waist, tugging me with her toward the side of the house. “Meena, go! Rahm, now!” 
 
    I obeyed but couldn’t stop my head from twisting over my shoulder, afraid for my stupid reckless cousins. But Diego was on it, grabbing Remi by the arm and Rahm by his sad spindly tail, dragging them both backward as Moonshine bared down on all of us at a blistering pace.  
 
    “Hey!” Braden roared. “Over here!” 
 
    The other three wolves joined in, howling to get Moonshine’s attention. Braden ran forward, flapping his coat like a matador’s cape, something I was pretty sure would have terrified a normal horse, but the movement had the exact same effect on this stallion as it would have on a bull. Moonshine turned on a dime, lowered his massive head, and the wild sprint became a furious charge.  
 
    “Braden!” I lurched toward him, but Rhea shoved me up against the side of the porch and held me there. The wolves scattered, and Braden’s eyes widened. I watched helplessly as he dropped the coat and bolted for the nearest tree, shimmying several feet up like the bear he’d once been. 
 
    Moonshine swooshed beneath him, instantly shifting his attention to the next moving target. Xander shrieked and ran toward the footbridge as if Moonshine knew and respected the rules of their werewolf game. With a savage snarl, Hickoree tore after the horse, and Kanze followed. Winter hesitated, casting a longing look toward the house, but then Rahm shot off like a rocket, his bare tail slipping easily from Diego’s fingers. Not to be outdone, Winter joined the chase—but not without stamping her dainty little paws in disgust first.  
 
    The wolves bayed. Moonshine ran faster. Xander screamed louder. 
 
    Remi drove her fingertips into her temples. “I’m surrounded by idiots.” 
 
    A few yards from the footbridge, Xander threw himself onto the ground and rolled down the shallow dip into the creek. Moonshine vaulted over his head, throwing up clods of dirt as he landed hard on the other side and kept going toward the woods. Three wolves splashed through the stream in hot pursuit, not even pausing to check on Xander where he cowered. Winter trotted across the dry bridge, howling half-heartedly before finally stopping and planting her haunches on the wooden planks.  
 
    Laith ran toward the house, breathless and grinning. He held a halter and lead rope in one hand and a bucket of Moonshine’s special high protein senior citizen pellets in the other, which frankly, it seemed like the horse might be getting too much of.  
 
    Braden dropped down from the tree, an exhilarated grin plastered across his face. “Damn! He can move!” 
 
    “That’s why I’m rich!” Laith whooped. 
 
    “That’s like seven percent of why I’m rich!” Remi shouted. “You’re only rich if I marry you, and it ain’t looking good right now, pal!” 
 
    That wasn’t true; all of Moonshine’s income belong to Laith personally, but he obediently cringed and jogged on, shaking the bucket and calling for his horse.  
 
    Braden started to follow, but then froze mid-step, suddenly remembering to look for me. When our eyes finally met, his boyish grin collapsed into an expression of deep concern. He abandoned his cowboy dreams and hustled over.  
 
    With a small knowing smile, Aunt Rhea finally released me from her hold, and I rushed to meet Braden halfway. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, grasping my hands sweetly.  
 
    But I was done with that. The magic casting… the matador waving… the way the wind and water had mussed his hair… I ripped my hands away and grabbed his face instead, pulling it down to mine as I pushed up on the tips of my toes. My stomach fluttered with hungry anticipation as my mouth reached for his…  
 
    And landed squarely in the whiskers of his left cheek. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I recoiled, searching his soulful brown eyes for the sheepish flicker that would mean this had only been a timing mishap, not a terrible mistake. But I found nothing of the sort. Only the exact same look of concern that had been there moments before.  
 
    Well. I guess that answered Remi’s question.  
 
    He hadn’t kissed me, and he wouldn’t.  
 
    I was such an idiot.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Braden tilted his head, and suddenly all I could see was that big stupid bear licking a bug off the dungeon floor. There was no way he didn’t know I’d meant to kiss him on the lips. He was the idiot. Not me.  
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him so—  
 
    Rahm shrieked again. 
 
    Braden tried to sweep me under his protective arm, but I dodged, enjoying the sound of it falling back to his side, unnecessary and unwanted. Remi was right. Boys were delicate, and they tried to make up for it by acting like we needed their big strong arms to survive every tiny little crisis, but I only needed Braden’s arms for one thing, and if he wasn’t interested in providing that service, then I wasn’t going to tolerate being patronized as if the name Meena Song hadn’t already gone down in history for overthrowing a government.  
 
    Anger and shame coalesced into hot buzzing magic in my veins. Rolling up my sweater sleeves, I marched toward the bridge where Laith had paused to talk to Xander, who was hanging off the outside of the left-hand rail. Winter trotted past me at a steady clip, shaking her head and rolling her icy blue eyes. The sounds of the hunt drew closer.  
 
    “Meena, get back here!” Braden shouted, but I ignored him.  
 
    Laith shook the bucket hard enough to bounce pellets all over the bridge, which might have been helpful if we were trying to attract pigeons, but I was pretty sure Moonshine would’ve lost his family jewels a long time ago if a little snack was all it took to distract him on the track. That horse was going to run until someone convinced him the race was over.  
 
    I planted my feet a little more than halfway between the house and the creek and limbered up my tingling fingers. My dad was going to be pissed when I broke my promise, but just like sunfire, it seemed Moonshine could only be stopped with magic.  
 
    The underbrush swayed near the center of the tree line, and a split second later, Hickoree, Kanze, and Rahm burst into the yard. Moonshine came crashing after them with his neck bowed and teeth bared. The hounds had become the foxes. Tongues lolling and tails tucked, they zigzagged in different directions through the trees spread out on the other side of the park-like lawn before converging again at the bridge, darting around Laith’s legs as he frantically waved his arms.  
 
    Moonshine didn’t slow or swerve. Xander dropped back into the creek, arms over his head. At the last possible second, Laith threw himself over the opposite handrail, but the ringing of Moonshine’s iron shoes on the wooden planks drowned out the splash. The wolves shot by, and I caught a glimpse of blood at the base of Rahm’s tail.  
 
    Magic crackled in my hands as the stallion bore down on me. I didn’t know what I was going to unleash, but— 
 
    Something stout slammed into my side, knocking the air from my lungs. I clenched my eyes shut as we tumbled together through the grass. Moonshine thundered past, close enough to spatter my face with sod and lathery sweat. Screams echoed from around the house and then dissolved into frantic chatter as the hoofbeats faded into the distance.  
 
    Furious over having my heroic moment stolen, I struck out blindly at the muscles holding me to the ground. “Get off!” 
 
    “Ow!” Remi barked, sounding more indignant than hurt. “Hey!” 
 
    I opened my eyes as she rolled off of me. “Sorry. Thought you were Braden.” 
 
    “I’m not even a bear right now!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repeated, pushing up on my skinned elbows. “But you’re shockingly solid either way.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Remi smirked, wiping a clod of mud from her cheek and flinging it onto mine. “Unlike the ideal woman who exists only in a liquid or gaseous state.”  
 
    “Watch it, Sasquatch.” I scraped the cold brown slime off my face and smeared it on her sleeve. “We prefer the term ethereal.” 
 
    “Oh, was that your brilliant plan?” Remi gestured at the hoof prints gouged into the ground right beside us. “Just stand there being so damn ethereal he had to stop and marvel? Or was he supposed to run right through your loosely connected atoms?” 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” I folded my arms and stuck my chin in the air. “I could have taken him.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, you’re not allowed to kill my crazy mother’s demonic horse.”  
 
    “Whoa!” Laith loomed over our heads, shivering and panting. “How about she’s not allowed to kill your incredibly handsome fiancé’s deeply misunderstood horse?” 
 
    Remi looked up at him, her expression perfectly flat. “I don’t have one of those.” 
 
    “This wasn’t my fault,” Laith sulked. “I don’t even know why Rahm was on fire.” 
 
    Guilt flickered briefly over Remi’s features and then disappeared.  
 
    “I don’t blame you for anything,” she said, standing and dusting off her pajamas. “I’m just incredibly turned off that at no point in this rodeo did you run and jump onto his back.” She folded her arms and looked around at the eerily horseless backyard. “But I guess there’s still time.” 
 
    “You have to train a horse to let you do that,” Laith drawled. “Otherwise, he’ll just freak out because he thinks you’re a mountain lion.” 
 
    “He literally just knocked you over trying to kill my wolves, so I think it’s safe to say he’s not actually aware of his place on the food chain.” She patted his cheek. “Just give it a try.” 
 
    Laith pushed her hand away. “He didn’t knock me over. I flung myself with great agility.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps clomped up from behind me. Remi glanced in their direction, tensed, and then thrust out a hand to help me up. I didn’t need anyone’s help, but I accepted hers because I could guess who was coming, and I would not give him the satisfaction of using his big stupid arms to make me feel helpless and small.  
 
    Not be to be deterred, however, Braden grabbed my elbow and spun me around. It would have been the perfect opportunity to frantically plant one on me, if he were really as worried as his wild eyes would have me believe, but he didn’t even look at my lips. Asshole.  
 
    “What were you thinking?” he demanded. “You could’ve been killed!” 
 
    I shrugged and looked away.  
 
    “She had it under control,” Remi said curtly. 
 
    Braden gaped at her. “No, she didn’t!” 
 
    “Yes. She did.”  
 
    Braden let go of me and crossed his arms. “Then why did you tackle her?” 
 
    Remi arched one eyebrow. “I think the real question is why haven’t you?” 
 
    “What?” Braden bit out, his face reddening beneath his sandy beard.  
 
    “Sorry, why didn’t you?” Remi corrected with an innocent smile. I would’ve driven my elbow into her side if she’d been standing any closer, but also, I might’ve hugged her.  
 
    “Because you got there first,” Braden mumbled like a little kid speaking to a teacher. 
 
    Remi nodded slowly. “Things like that tend to happen when you’re just standing there. Not doing anything. Just standing there.” 
 
    Every corner of Braden’s bright red face scrunched toward the center. His head rocked backward and then drooped forward. Finally, he peered up at me through his eyelashes with the sort of sheepish look I’d been searching for earlier. 
 
    “You just took me by surprise,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked down at the hoof prints that had almost crushed my skull. “Well, I’m sorry if I wasn’t supposed to do that.” 
 
    He laughed nervously and rubbed his beard. “Maybe we could have a do-over?” 
 
    Laith made a sound in the back of his throat. “Afraid that’s gonna be a big no, y’all. Once I catch him, we’re not staging another—” 
 
    “Laith,” Remi said sharply.  
 
    “What?” He turned his palms up, and the metal pieces of Moonshine’s halter jingled merrily inside the bucket where he’d stuffed it. “We’re not.” 
 
    “Sometimes…” She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “Come on, Cowboy.” 
 
    He frowned. “Sometimes what?” 
 
    “Come. On. Cow. Boy.” Remi grabbed his free hand. “I need you to use some of that great agility to fling yourself onto that mustang so we can get back to planning our wedding.” 
 
    “We haven’t even started planning our wedding,” Laith protested as she dragged him away. “You literally haven’t mentioned even having one since—”  
 
    “And now you know why.” She craned her neck to look at the drooping seat of his water-logged jeans. “Can you even run in those? Maybe you should just take them off for this…” 
 
    Braden looked at me shyly as their banter faded in with the rest of the voices coming from around the house. I could see over his shoulder that the wolves had turned back into humans and were in various stages of getting dressed on the porch. Rahm was bent over the steps with his boxers pulled down just under his tailbone, making his poor mother inspect the bite wound, which looked considerably smaller on his six-foot-four frame than it had between his narrow wolf hips. But the fact that it had happened at all… 
 
    “I did not have that under control,” I confessed. “Not even close.” 
 
    Braden chuckled, wiping remnants of mud from my cheek with his thumb. “I know.” 
 
    “I’ve always been impatient,” I said quietly. “But ever since magic… my impulse control… I don’t know what’s wrong…” 
 
    “Nothing. That’s completely normal.” Braden combed his fingers through my hair until his hand engulfed the back of my skull. “Magic is in our blood, Meena. It might not be as obvious as shifting, but it’s still a big physical change that can really throw us off balance. My dad always said that’s why we don’t inherit until we turn eighteen. We’d glamour our whole faces off the first time we had a breakout.” 
 
    “Ugh, I’d have set myself on sunfire for sure when I started my—” I stopped, realizing I would rather save the rest of that joke for Remi. 
 
    Braden laughed anyway. “Exactly. So, we get our powers once the hormones settle down, and then we get shipped off to the Academy while our powers take another four years to settle down.” His smile faded into a sneer. “Assuming we survive, of course.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and released a question I’d been holding in for a while. “It’s pretty bad that we can’t be there, isn’t it?” 
 
    Braden winced. “It’s not ideal, no.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous,” I sighed, glancing at Rahm’s half-exposed backside. Even from here I could see that his human skin was tinged a rather summery shade of pink for Thanksgiving Day in the Appalachian Mountains. “It’s dangerous what we can do, and it’s dangerous what we can’t. I should’ve been able to put that fire out right away.” 
 
    “I’ll show you tomorrow.” Braden shook his head. “The way that kid handles magic, this won’t be the last time he lights himself up.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. Rahm had only been part of my life again for two weeks, but the wrongness of his absence during the last fifteen years felt second only to my mother’s. We were supposed to have grown up together, but magic had robbed us of that. Now it had almost robbed us again, simply because neither of us really knew what we were doing.  
 
    “How do we help him have more control?” I asked.  
 
    “We can’t,” Braden said gently. “Elementals learn in the Arena where they can let loose and find out just how powerful they are without causing permanent damage. Until you know you’re absolute limit, it’s hard to gauge how fast you’re going and slow down.” He paused, lips twisting ruefully. “That applies to drifters like us, too. And even healers like Remi. She could give too much of herself if she’s not careful.” 
 
    I groaned and dropped my head onto his shoulder. “So we’re all screwed.” 
 
    Braden snugged his arms around me. “Yep.” 
 
    “Ugh. Now I’m not in the mood for a kiss,” I whined, lightly punching his chest. 
 
    “Oh.” Braden’s torso stiffened, but his arms loosened. “Well, I meant soon, not right now anyway. Um… rain check?” 
 
    I drew back, cheeks burning yet again. “Look, if you’re not that into me—” 
 
    “No!” Braden gripped my waist. “I am. It’s just…” He looked down with a miserable sigh. “Last year… my impulse control… well, let’s just say beer wasn’t my first love.” 
 
    “Oh.” It was my turn to stiffen. I’d had no illusions about being Braden’s first anything, but what exactly was he saying? Serenity was the girl he’d dated last year, and also the girl that I’d recently been forced to kill… Was he telling me now that he’d really been in love with her? 
 
    “Sex,” Braden said quickly. “Sex was my first…” He took a deep breath and exhaled the next word. “Problem. That’s what I meant. Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh.” I bit my lower lip and inched back. “Um, can I ask what that looked like?” 
 
    He cringed and dropped his hands from my waist. “I’ve never been with anyone who wasn’t willing, if that’s what you mean. I just never turned down anyone who was. Even when I was with… someone.” 
 
    “Serenity,” I sighed. “You cheated on Serenity. A lot. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    He stuffed his hands in his pockets and nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay.” I took a deep breath. Too much had happened in the last twenty minutes for me to really figure out how I felt about this. “So… you don’t want to kiss me because…?” 
 
    “I don’t want to kiss you yet because I want to kiss you so much.” He scuffled his feet in the churned earth. “I want to look forward to it. I don’t want to just get it over with.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to get it over with,” I said. “I just really wanted to kiss you right then.” 
 
    “Thanks—” 
 
    “Thanks?!” My eyebrows shot up.  
 
    Braden shoved his fingers into his damp hair. “I’m flattered that you want to.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to flatter you, Braden. I’m trying to make out with you!” I snapped, and then held my palms up, stopping myself. “I’m sorry. Thank you for being honest. I’m, uh, flattered that you want to kiss me too.” 
 
    Braden released an enormous whoosh of air and wiped one hand across his forehead. “Whew! What a relief to finally be on the same page.” 
 
    Were we? Finally? 
 
    “Such a relief.” I laughed nervously. “But hey, let’s just make sure we’re on the same paragraph real quick. We’re going to… do what now exactly?” 
 
    Braden shrugged loosely. “Relax! We know we want to kiss each other so now the pressure’s off. No need to rush. We can just focus on our foundations.” 
 
    I blinked, speechless. That was neither the page nor the paragraph I was on. That wasn’t the same chapter. That might not even be the same book. I had already gone off my preferred plot when I tried to kiss him first; now I was in an entirely different genre. I could practically feel a bonnet growing out of my head… smell the butter churning as I gazed across the lonely fields… hear the new minister’s horse clip-clopping up the road… 
 
    “Whoa, boy!” Laith’s voice rang out. “Whoa, Moonshine, whoa!”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    This time, when Braden threw his arm around my shoulders, I let him. But this time, his protection was completely unnecessary. Moonshine stopped in the circle of charred grassed between the barn and the house, white lather dripping from his heaving sides. His head drooped, enormous nostrils flaring red with each labored breath.  
 
    A surprising pang of sorrow ripped through my chest, emerging as a soft whimper. Something about the horse’s eyes made me think of my grandmother, there toward the end when she didn’t always remember how or why she’d gone from one room to another, and I would have to take her gently by the arm and put her back to bed while she called out pitifully for my mother. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Braden said, squeezing me closer. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to set the record straight that I was not afraid, but then I would have to explain, and I was going to need to feel a little more secure in this relationship before I started spilling the tea on my non-magical traumas. Like, there would definitely need to have been some kissing first. If I wanted to tell a guy I wasn’t kissing what it was like to watch someone you love die slowly of natural causes, I would just tell Rahm. 
 
    But maybe letting Braden think I was afraid would make him more inclined to kiss me, and I could sacrifice this smaller point of pride for the prize. I respected his desire to do things differently than he had in the past. I did. Really. And I wouldn’t push him. But I was not relaxed; I was pissed off. Why should I have to suffer because Serenity had wasted her short life being an evil bitch? I mean, obviously he cheated on her.  
 
    Unless… 
 
    What if Braden was her super villain origin story? What if she’d been a perfectly nice girl, and then he broke her heart so badly there was nothing left for her to do but join a cult that practiced human sacrifice, and then I showed up and accidentally turned her into a wolf, which ultimately led to me having to kill her, and now I was the evil bitch for hooking up with her sleazy ex? What if Remi had it right when she nicknamed him Red Flag before she even met him? What if he became my super villain origin story? 
 
    “You should see if Laith needs help,” I said, nodding toward my cousin’s perfect boyfriend whose only fault was that he refused to run and jump onto a horse’s back. Instead, he was creeping toward Moonshine with the bucket extended and the halter hidden behind his back. Everyone else had gone very still. 
 
    Braden’s arm remained snugly on my shoulders as we walked toward the house. It was too heavy. As if all those girls he’d slept with were perched along the length of it like the pigeons on that bag lady in Home Alone 2. I made a mental note to include this description later tonight when Braden returned to his hotel room in the city and I told the whole sad sordid story to Rahm while he curled on the foot of my bed like a loyal dog.  
 
    We stopped next to Remi, who was standing a few feet in front of the steps where Rahm had frozen in the act of pulling up his pants. The rest of the pack had pressed their human bodies up against the side of the house as if Moonshine were a savage giraffe who could reach over the rail and bite them too. Aunt Rhea stood in the scattered remains of the leaf pile, her turned slightly over her shoulder to keep an eye on… 
 
    Um, well, actually, it appeared to be Diego.  
 
    He had positioned himself between her family and the worn-out horse, both hands buried anxiously in his thick salt-and-pepper hair. He was handsome in a grizzled way, but there was a little too much dad in the bod filling out his tight black jeans and long sleeve black tee for me to truly understand the attraction at this stage of my life. Clearly, however, it was speaking to my forty-three-year-old aunt on a primal level.  
 
    I folded my lips inward to stifle a giggle. I couldn’t believe I’d started the day thinking the best Rhea could hope for was a companionable arrangement with my father, a man so basic he’d mistaken Marilyn Finch for an appropriate girlfriend. Well, no more. A new ship was leaving port; its name was Rheago, and I was on board. My cousins were going to walk themselves off the plank when they realized what was happening.  
 
    Moonshine snorted and pawed the earth. Everyone jumped, including Laith. The halter and rope plopped onto the ground with a loud jingle and the stallion’s head shot up, ears suspiciously pricked. Laith scrambled to retrieve the halter but dropped the bucket in the process. Moonshine squealed.  
 
    Remi laughed darkly. “Reports of his horsemanship have been greatly exaggerated.” 
 
    Laith glared at her over his shoulder, tugged dramatically on his shearling coat collar, and then turned back to his horse. “Easy boy,” he cooed. “You’re safe now. All those nasty wolves are gone. Good job running them off.” 
 
    “Hey!” Rahm whined. “We are the vic—!” 
 
    “Quiet,” Rhea said harshly.  
 
    Moonshine looked at her with a curious expression. Then he stretched out his neck and yawned, revealing his big flat teeth and long pink tongue. When it was over, he smacked his lips for a few moments before a tremendous shudder rolled down his entire body. 
 
    “That’s it,” Laith soothed. “Shake it off, big boy. You’re alright.” 
 
    The horse nickered softly and began walking toward him, docile as could be. Everyone released a collective sigh of relief. Laith beamed with triumphant pride as he moved confidently forward to meet the true love of his life. Remi groaned and turned around completely, shaking her head.  
 
    “Unbearable,” she muttered. “That’s what he’s going to be now. I have to move out.” 
 
    I laughed because we both knew where she would be twelve hours from now.  
 
    Then I remembered where I would be and stopped laughing. 
 
    “Good boy,” Laith crooned, reaching out to stroke Moonshine’s nose. “Let’s get you—hey. Hey! Where are you going?” 
 
    Remi whirled around just in time to watch Moonshine veer around one very crestfallen cowboy and walk directly to Aunt Rhea. Remi’s mouth fell open as Moonshine pressed his nose to the back of her birth mother’s neck. Rhea’s face remained perfectly placid as she calmly reached back and up to stroke the horse’s face. He vigorously nodded his head, bringing his chin down on her shoulder, over and over until she turned around. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, placing one hand on his enormous black cheek. 
 
    Moonshine snuffled her face and then bowed his head, pushing the whole length of it against her torso as if they were oldest and dearest of friend and Rhea’s lips flickered with a bemused smiled. She ran her hand down his long, arched neck. The stallion’s breathing evened out. After a moment, his eyelids fluttered and then closed. 
 
    “Laith.” Rhea held out her hand. 
 
    “What is happening?” Remi hissed. 
 
    I glanced over. Her face had gone very pale, and the air around her crackled with shifty energy. Her eyes darted wildly back and forth between Rhea and Laith as he carefully approached with the halter. 
 
    “What is happening? she repeated, loudly now. “Why is he doing that?” 
 
    Laith frowned at her and shook his head. When he reached Moonshine’s side, he laid a gentle hand on Moonshine’s enormous shoulder and passed the halter to Rhea. She swiftly slipped it over the sleeping stallion’s nose and buckled it behind his drooping ears. Laith flashed Rhea his funny lip-biting grin. Something came loose and, for the first time in a very long time, she smiled all the way up to her human eyes.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Remi exploded. “He doesn’t know her!” 
 
    Moonshine jerked awake. Rhea’s smile faded. Laith shot Remi a silencing look, which definitely only made the situation worse. Remi’s energy crackled wildly, making my own magic fizzle nervously.  
 
    “Why did he go to her?” Remi folded her arms. “If you can’t control him…” 
 
    Laith sighed loudly and rubbed the back of his neck. “Remi—” 
 
    “Laith,” she snarled.  
 
    Rhea took a guilty step away from the horse, who immediately reached for her sweater sleeve with his lips. Laith’s grip tightened on the lead rope, his jaw working side to side. I had an urge to put my hand on Remi’s arm, try to rein her in, but I was afraid she’d lash out and hit me without thinking. The horse had obviously stepped on several volatile nerves. 
 
    “Listen,” Laith said at last. “The groom at the stable, she did say he has a type.” 
 
    “A type?!” Remi’s voice cracked. “Are you telling me he has a crush on her?!” 
 
    “No!” Laith tilted his head back and groaned. “I’m telling you… he just has a type, alright? Like a type of person he prefers over others. It happens. Some horses get hung up on men with beards or blonde teenage girls or just women of a certain age.” 
 
    Remi’s face contorted with an indescribable emotion.  
 
    Laith cringed. Rhea looked down at her shoes. 
 
    Rahm laughed. He laughed so hard, he had to bend over with his hands on the top step for support. He laughed so hard he had turn and sit down. He clutched himself around his skinny quivering middle and banged his head against his clasped knees. 
 
    “Rahm,” his mother warned. 
 
    “Are you…. are you telling me…” Rahm wheezed, pointing at Moonshine. “Belhollow gave the horse mommy issues too?” 
 
    Remi’s face ignited with deep red rage, hands curling into white-knuckled fists.  
 
    “I already had them!” she roared. 
 
    Rhea flinched and turned her face away as if slapped. Rahm stopped laughing.  
 
    Laith tugged on Moonshine’s rope, pulling him away from Rhea. “I’m going to put him in his stall for the rest of the day.” He looked at Remi and said quietly, “It’s not a big deal. He doesn’t know—” 
 
    “Not a big deal?!” Remi shouted. “How can you say that? He could’ve killed somebody!” 
 
    Laith sighed. “I meant—” 
 
    “I hope you know that’s it,” Remi said, grinding her jaws. “You’re calling the vet tomorrow. If he’s going to stay here, he’s going to be fixed.” 
 
    Laith’s eyes flashed. “No. This had nothing to do with that. It’s not happening.” 
 
    “It is happening,” Remi growled. “You obviously can’t handle him like this.” 
 
    “No!” Laith puffed out his chest. “Your mom gave him to me, not you, so that’s final.” 
 
    Remi growled again—a real growl now, as if her throat were starting to shift. I did grip her arm then and found it feverish to the touch. Her shoulders heaved up and down as she glared at Laith from beneath her rigid brow. “I say what’s final!” 
 
    “My horse, my farm, my rules!” Laith shouted. “You’re not going to take out your—” 
 
    “Laith Brighton, if you don’t call the vet about that monster tomorrow then I will do the job my—aghh!” Remi’s threat ended in a strangled yelp of pain as she flung her left arm toward Moonshine’s hindquarters.  
 
    Five obsidian claws hovered in front of my face—smoothly curved on top, roughly serrated on the bottom, each one about three inches long and ending in a razor fine point. Blood streamed down Remi’s fingers. 
 
    I gasped—along with everyone else—and jumped backward into the solid slab of Braden’s chest. His hands clasped my waist as he muttered, “What the—?” I elbowed him hard in the stomach, so the question ended in a grunt.  
 
    Remi stared down the length of her arm with painfully wide eyes, rotating her wrist so that the talons flashed in the sunlight. A chill ran down my spine. They looked similar to Remi’s bear claws, but I knew from all the frightened faces around me that this wasn’t some weird partial shift. These were something else entirely, something that wasn’t supposed to sprout from a human body. Blood dripped onto the grass.  
 
    Remi flexed her fingers until the tips grazed the base of her hand, and then whimpered a tiny, confused, “Ow.” 
 
    Her eyes flew to Laith, who gripped Moonshine’s rope as if it were the only thing holding him up. His head shook back and forth, lips fluttering like a beached fish. Remi whimpered again, and her eyes flicked briefly, accusingly, to Rhea, who had clasped one perfectly normal hand over her mouth.  
 
    Remi’s gaze turned plaintive when it finally landed on Diego, her lips wrinkling up as if to cry. She held out her bloody, clawed hand like a small child who’d cut herself on the playground slide. Diego crossed the distance in a heartbeat, clasping Remi’s hand in both of his own so that everything but the claws disappeared.  
 
    “Breathe, Remi.” He ducked his head to look into her eyes. “Breathe.” 
 
    She took a deep shuddering gasp. “I don’t want these.” 
 
    “And she wouldn’t want you to have them,” Diego said, his voice both tender and gruff. 
 
    “How?” Remi kept shaking her head. “They weren’t part of her natural shift.” 
 
    I drew a sharp breath, finally realizing. These were the claws, her mother’s claws, the ones the Tooth & Claw Society had been partially named for. These were the claws that had ripped the Chairman’s head clean off his shoulders, meaning these were also the claws that had killed Remi’s mother because life had been bound to that man’s just as Remi’s had been bound to Daniel’s. She had ripped herself open to save Remi’s life.  
 
    The screen door slammed like a gun shot. 
 
    Diego’s blood sprayed onto my face.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Meena!” my father shouted. “Get inside this house! Right now!” 
 
    I ignored him, unable to tear my eyes away from the torn fingers of Diego’s left hand. They dangled from his knuckles by slivers of flesh, gushing blood from around the exposed spikes of bones. But, in a spectacular confirmation of my dad theory, Diego simply grit his teeth and groaned as though his clumsy little girl had done nothing worse than slam his hand in a car door. 
 
    “Meena!” Dad tried again. “This instant!” 
 
    Remi sprang forward, wrapping her clawless right hand around Diego’s wrist. Threads of white light shot up through his bleeding knuckles and latched onto the ragged edges of his fingers like tiny grappling hooks, tugging them neatly back into his place. The magic brightened and then faded, leaving only faint white suture scars. Diego’s eyes bulged, looking more freaked out now than when he was bleeding.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Remi gasped, releasing him. She stumbled backward into me, yelped another apology, and then bounded several feet away from all of us with both hands up like she was under arrest. 
 
    “Meena Lee Song!” Dad shouted. “Don’t make me—”  
 
    “Hold on!” I shouted, throwing up an irritated hand in his direction. He was standing at the top of the steps, radiating so much fury that Rahm had pressed himself against the porch post as if Dad were a dinosaur who could only see things when they moved.  
 
    Rhea appeared at Diego’s side, placing a hand on his right shoulder. She inhaled sharply at the sight of Remi’s flawless repair job. Diego moved his hand closer to her, flexing his fingers, all together and then one by one. Rhea ran a fingertip across the uneven line of small white scars. Their eyes locked.  
 
    “I think she cured my, ah, my…” Diego trailed off, suddenly flustered.  
 
    Rhea suppressed a smile. “Your arthritis?” 
 
    Diego sucked in his cheeks. “From the war.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Rhea nodded gravely. “The war.” 
 
    Their gazes lingered, and for one terrifying moment, I thought they were going to start sucking face right in front of us while Remi still had her claws out. But instead, it was as if through their gazes became one, and they turned their heads in unison to look at their daughter with a mixture of pride and concern.  
 
    Remi cowered as if she were in trouble, and the claws clacked together. No, not the claws. Her teeth. It was some kind of anxious bear thing, I knew, because I’d heard her make a more impressive version of the sound with her bear fangs when she and Rhea first came face to face in their animal forms.  
 
    “Remi…” Rhea stopped and subtly squeezed Diego’s shoulder.  
 
    He took a careful step toward Remi, stretching his healed yet still bloody hand toward her. “It’s okay, see? Just a little scratch. No worries.” 
 
    Remi stared at him like he was crazy. Her head jerked in Laith’s direction, forehead instantly crumpling. He was walking away. Moonshine presented a small excuse, I supposed, but he could have tied him to the porch or something. He could have said he was coming right back. Apparently, there weren’t any perfect men, after all. 
 
    “Look at me,” Diego said. “There is no problem. I am fine. Just put those away.” 
 
    Remi lowered her hand and stared at the claws. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    Diego took a deep breath and lifted his eyes toward the sky.  
 
    “Yes, you do.” Rahm brushed past me, finally fully clothed in sweatpants and a bright red Fair Isle Christmas sweater. He stopped in front of his sister, who yanked the claws behind her back. Rahm planted his head on his hips and tilted his head. “You know.” 
 
    A long look passed between them. Remi nodded, sniffling a little. She withdrew her hand and stared at the claws. Rahm held up his right hand as if taking an oath and quickly flexed his fingers. Remi closed her eyes, grit her teeth, and did the same. The claws slid back inside her fingers with a gross crunch.  
 
    “Told you so,” Rahm said.  
 
    Remi opened one eye, examining her bloody but otherwise normal hand. She wiggled her fingers and then massaged them with her right hand, like she was trying to figure out where the claws had gone exactly. Her other eye opened, and she looked up at Rahm, who had a solid eight inches on her. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 
 
    “Isaak would’ve had them too,” Rahm said so quietly that I barely heard. “Whatever they are, they attached to her magic. That’s it. They don’t say anything bad about you.” 
 
    “I haven’t been that angry since I changed,” Remi murmured. “That’s why—” 
 
    “No,” Rahm said firmly. “You just happened to do the thing.” He flexed his fingers again. “Now you know to be careful. Honestly, this was a good thing.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that because you’re the one who pissed me off first.” 
 
    “Pretty sure the horse pissed you off first, but I’m sorry.” He ducked his head. “I shouldn’t have said that. I mean, it was a great joke, but too soon. I guess. Maybe we can revisit it some other—no? Okay then. Have it your way.” 
 
    Remi lowered the curved fingers she’d just threatened him with. She squeezed them in her other hand and sighed heavily. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Rahm said, taking her right wrist and holding that hand in front of her face. “This is you, okay?” He darted his eyes toward Diego. “You fix things. That’s who you are. And this?” Rahm lifted her left hand and shook it at her. “This is you too.” 
 
    Remi cringed and tried to pull away “No—” 
 
    “Yes.” Rahm held tightly to both her wrists. “You heal, and you protect. Just like her when she was at her best. That’s who you are now, Remi. Exactly the same person you’ve always been.” He paused and skewed his lips to one side. “Just grotesquely hairier.” 
 
    Remi yanked her hands back, punching him on one shoulder and then the other. “Why the hell were you looking at my legs, you sick—” 
 
    “Ow! Ow! Ow!” Rahm crossed his arms to fend off her blows. “It was an accident! I was just getting ready to shift this morning when I glimpsed what I could only assume were two mangy possums in my peripheral, but it turned out to be your calves! Believe me, I’d do anything to unsee them!” 
 
    “Well, here’s an idea,” Remi growled, jumping up to wrap him in a headlock that brought him to his knees. “Tonight, I’ll shave my legs and my pits so we can make your stupid wrinkly ass wolf a little wig.” 
 
    “Ew! Ew! Ew!” Rahm flung his arms around her waist and tried to pull her to the ground, but she dug her heels into the earth and her knuckles into his scalp. “Stop! Help! I hate you!” Rahm wailed. “Mom! Mom, make her stop!” 
 
    Rhea did nothing but stare at her volatile spawn and sigh.  
 
    “Your children,” Diego asked. “Were they always so cuddly and kind to each other?” 
 
    “From their very first flutters,” Rhea said with a rueful smile.  
 
    When it became clear she wasn’t coming to his rescue, Rahm dropped his arms to Remi’s knees, yanking them out from underneath her. She fell on her ass but immediately thrust both feet into his stomach. Rhea winced when her son grunted, but she still didn’t intervene. Increasingly colorful names were shouted as the twins went tumbling through the scattered leaves.  
 
    Braden chuckled, his warm breath washing over my ear. A pleasant shiver zipped down my spine. His hands had remained firmly on my waist the entire time, even after I elbowed him, which was the most intimate way I’d been touched since he and I started… talking.  
 
    “What?” I asked, glancing up at him over my shoulder.  
 
    “I was just thinking about my family’s Thanksgiving and how we always save the fist fight until after someone’s brought up politics at dinner.”  
 
    I laughed. “Does that mean you’re homesick?” 
 
    “No,” he answered quickly, “I’m much happier here with you.” 
 
    “Do not get used to it,” Dad hissed, his angry voice suddenly coming from right beside us, sending an entirely different kind of shiver down my spine. Before I could even get my head turned to look at him, he had forcefully shoved Braden away from me and grabbed my arm. “I said don’t make me ask again. Now get inside! Pack your bags! We are going home!” 
 
    “What?!” I tried to wrench away from him, but his fingers dug into my flesh. He had never touched me like that in my life. “Let go! What is your problem? Chill out!” 
 
    Dad’s face puckered with rage. “Chill out?! Meena, you have blood all over you!” 
 
    “That’s your fault for slamming the door!” I shouted, wishing I had some claws of my own as I dug my pitiful nails into his knuckles. “I said let go of me!” 
 
    “I will when you’re packing,” Dad said, jerking me toward the house. “I came here on one condition—” 
 
    “Paul.” Rhea touched his wrist where his veins bulged with the force of his grasp on me. “Please, you’re hurting her. You don’t want to do that. Let’s just take a few minutes—” 
 
    “Rheannon.” Dad held up his free hand. “No. I’m sorry. I am very happy to know that you are alive after all this time, but I can’t—I won’t—go down this road again. I have done everything I could to give my daughter a normal life, and now I’m taking her home to lead it. And you—” He pointed a finger at Braden. “You are never going to be part of it. Do you understand me? You are never—” 
 
    “Daddy, stop!” I screamed, finally yanking away from him. “You can yell at me if you want, but he didn’t do anything wrong.”  
 
    “Neither did you,” Remi said quietly as she and Rahm came up beside me. He put his hand on my back, and she looked at my dad. “This was my fault, sir. I asked Rahm to do magic without thinking, and it… it just spiraled out of control. But Meena kept her promise the whole time. She never cast magic at all.” 
 
    Dad raked his eyes over Remi—the mud on her clothes, the leaves in her hair, the blood on her hands—and gave a derisive snort. “Oh, I don’t doubt that. Which is why I want her around you even less than I want her around him.” Dad jerked this thumb at Braden.  
 
    “Paul!” Rhea’s eyes flashed “You will not speak to my—to Remi like that. You don’t know her.” 
 
    “Neither do you!” Dad shouted, gesturing at Remi’s hand. “Or were you just pretending to be surprised she got that… that monster’s claws?” 
 
    “That’s enough.” Rhea got in Dad’s face, forcing him to take a step back from all of us. “Not another word. I have waited thirteen very long years for a day like today, and everything up until you slammed that door have been looked back on with humor in the future. You do, in fact, need to chill out.” 
 
    Dad’s jaw worked from side to side as they stared each other down. Finally, he took a few steps out of her space and said, “Thank you for looking after Meena these past few weeks, but she and I are going home now. She’s got a job waiting—” 
 
    “A job?!” I cried. “What job? I never said—” 
 
    “I spoke to your manager at the Quaker,” he answered brusquely. “And Marilyn was able to pull some strings—” 
 
    “Marilyn?!” I shouted, magic sizzling in my veins. “You brought Marilyn into this?!” 
 
    Dad rolled his eyes like I was the drama queen here. “She works at Twin Rivers. You’re all set to start classes in January.” 
 
    “I’m not going to Twin Rivers! And I’m never going back to the Quaker! I never even said I was moving home! You had no right to talk to Marilyn about me!” 
 
    “I have every right!” Dad shouted. “You are my daughter, and I won’t have you leading this kind of life!”  
 
    “What kind of life?” I asked. “One that makes me happy? One where I get to be myself?” 
 
    “One where you wind up dead or pregnant by the end of the year!” Dad flung his arm at Braden, and my cheeks flamed so hot I might have been on sunfire.  
 
    “Sir, we haven’t even kissed,” Braden stammered. “I assure you—” 
 
    “You are never going to kiss!” Dad roared, moving threateningly toward him. ‘Never! Am I making myself clear? You don’t follow us. You don’t look her up. She’s not for you!” 
 
    “I’m for whoever I want to be for!” I clenched my fists, holding back the magic he hated so much. “Why are you being like this? I don’t even know you right now!” 
 
    “Because I will not have another drop of magic in this family!” Dad slammed one foot on the ground. “Not one drop! I did everything I could to spare you, and it wasn’t enough, but my grandchildren will be normal!” 
 
    “I am eighteen years old! No one’s talking about grandchildren right now!” I screamed. “But even if we were, it doesn’t matter who I’m with because I’m not normal, Dad! I’m a witch! And one day I’m going to pass that on to someone—” 
 
    “Not if you love them, you won’t,” Dad said.  
 
    My mouth fell open. Rahm’s hand pressed against my back, drawing me under his arm. Tears burned my eyes, blurring everyone’s faces like an impressionistic painting, which was fine because I couldn’t bear the disgust on my father’s face, and I was too embarrassed by his behavior to ever look at Braden. A tense hush fell over the yard, and then… 
 
    “You bastard,” Remi snarled, suddenly lurching forward. Rahm caught her arm, but she strained against him, glassy eyes trained on my dad.  
 
    “Remi, please.” Rhea sounded exhausted. “Let’s not make this—” 
 
    “What did you do with it?” Remi demanded, her voice downright deadly. 
 
    Dad lifted his chin. “What needed to be done.” 
 
    The color drained from Rhea’s face. Her eyes fluttered shut. “Oh, Paul. You didn’t.” 
 
    “Didn’t what?” I said, looking between all three of them. “What didn’t he—oh.” I covered my mouth with one hand and stared at the stranger in front of me. “Tell me that’s not true.” 
 
    Dad looked me dead in the eye without a flicker of remorse.  
 
    “Where is it?” I choked out as my throat started closing up. “That’s mine.” 
 
    “It was hers,” Dad said. “And so that’s who it’s with.” 
 
    I blinked. “You mean…it’s in her… in her…” I couldn’t say the word. I couldn’t think about that box. I’d never seen it, of course. I was too young. But I knew it existed. I knew it lay six feet beneath the stone we decorated on Mother’s Day. I knew whatever was left of the body that made me now lay rotting within it.  
 
    “Yes.” Dad nodded. “Where it belongs.” 
 
    “You bastard!” I threw myself at his chest, every furious punch ripping a sob from my own chest. “That was for me! That was mine! I could have met her! Do you understand that!? I could have seen her again! Why wouldn’t you want me to see her?” 
 
    “Because it’s not normal!” Dad grasped my wrists and held them tight, looking into my eyes. “When people die, we are not supposed to see them again, Meena. We are supposed to move on.” 
 
    A savage growl ripped from behind me. Dark red magic flared in my hands, casting a hellish glow onto my father’s shocked face. He let go of my wrists and stumbled backward, shielding his eyes from the menacing light.  
 
    “With normal Marilyn Finch?” I asked. “And her three normal boys?” 
 
    “Yes, Meena,” Dad said, his voice finally softening. “And you. Always you. It’s okay if you think I’m the bad guy right now. This lifestyle is very seductive. But when you’re older, when you have kids, you’ll see—” 
 
    “I see now,” I said, my voice cold and flat. The red magic faded until my hands looked perfectly normal again. Just the way he liked. “You’re right. It’s time to move on.” 
 
    Dad breathed a sigh of relief and stretched out a hand. “I knew you’d—”  
 
    “I wish you were the one I couldn’t see again,” I said, stepping out of his reach. “I wish you were the one I barely remembered.” I took another step back. “Move on from that.”  
 
    The look on his face… I might as well have unloaded that red magic on him. But this was better. This he had to live with forever. Just as I would always have to live without knowing my own mother.  
 
    I whirled away from him, wishing I still had my fabulous purple cloak to add a final dramatic flourish. An electric charge filled the air, lifting the hair along my arms. I didn’t look at Braden. I didn’t look at Rhea or Rahm. I strode directly to Remi, whose glassy eyes were fixed on my father as if planning how to make my wish come true. I grabbed her arm and let the earth fall out from under us.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    A briny blast of wind slammed into us before our feet could settle in their new location, throwing Remi up against me with such force that I landed hard on my ass. Unfortunately, my cousin and all of her densely packed muscles came too, squashing me flat on my back in the long yellow grass.  
 
    “One word about my solidity…” Remi growled, pushing up from my chest. 
 
    “Can’t,” I croaked. “Lungs collapsed.”  
 
    Groaning, she rolled off to my left, revealing a marbled gray sky that perfectly matched my mood and looked nothing like Daniel’s azure eyes. Propping up on my elbows, I experienced an immediate stomach-flipping rush of vertigo at the sight of the watery horizon framed between my shoes. Remi yelped as she made the same discovery and quickly crab-scuttled away from the rocky ledge.  
 
    “What the—holy shift, Meena, is this…?” 
 
    I scooted back to where she was frozen on her inverted all fours. Small rocks, carved off the cliff and blown backward over time, gouged into my palms and thighs. I remembered it being much softer and greener during my last visit, but that had been the first week of September. The day my adventure with Dan began. There was no escaping him. 
 
    “The cliff my mom jumped off?” I swallowed bile. “Yep.” 
 
    Remi melted onto her ass and elbows, legs splayed out in front of her. The wind ruffled the wrinkles in her pajamas and slicked the unruly hair off her forehead as she gazed at the foamy, undulating waves. Hundreds of feet below us were the rocks I refused to look at because the choppy roar filling my ears told me all I needed to know about what happened to bodies who landed among them. 
 
    Remi gave me an admiring glance. “You’re hardcore, Song.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. Guess it was on my mind.” 
 
    She sat up straight and looked over her shoulder at the forest our little perch jutted from, a haunting mix of towering evergreens and skeletal deciduous trees at this time of year. Remi had seen it all before too, of course, only from Phorm’s perspective. In the dark. 
 
    “Why did you bring me?” Remi asked, and I knew she was really asking why I hadn’t brought Rahm, my emotional support cousin. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I lied, not wanting to admit I’d been afraid of what she might do. “I just needed to get away from there and sulk. You don’t have to stay.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Remi laughed and gestured at the water. “Meena, I’ve only ever sat by the Atlantic Ocean and sulked about my dead mom. This is the Pacific. Totally different experience. I’m all in.” Her weirdo glee faded into a perfect deadpan. “Also, there’s no way in hell I’m leaving you alone on a cliff.” 
 
    “It’s really fine.” I wrapped my arms around myself, wishing I knew how to conjure a coat. “I’m going to spite him by staying alive and having a dozen kids with a dozen different mages to make sure they all get magic.” 
 
    “In that case, I am never spending future Thanksgivings at your house, but…” Remi bumped her shoulder into mine. “I’m spending this one with you on a cliff.” 
 
    “But the turkey—” 
 
    “Honey.” Remi held up her left hand and curled her bloody fingers. “No one’s touching that bird without me.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Please tell me you’re not thinking about carving it yourself.” 
 
    “Well, I am now.” Remi held her hand out as if examining the world’s worst manicure. “Mom used hers to chop vegetables when we made soup.” She took a playful swipe at my throat. “Also, to kill people.” 
 
    “For the soup?” 
 
    Remi swore under her breath. “So, that’s what I’ve been forgetting.” 
 
    I laughed nervously. Remi’s appetite knew no bounds now that she’d become a bear, but in the month leading up to that miracle, she had refused to eat anything except this very simple chicken noodle soup she’d once made with her mother. Only her attempts weren’t actually edible. I had never been personally victimized by the soup—she’d stopped trying—but Rahm would never let Remi forget that she was incapable of following the very simple recipe that Belhollow had bequeathed her. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” I asked. “Because I was joking…” 
 
    Remi lips curled deviously upward like the Grinch’s. I rolled my eyes and pulled my knees up to my chest. Remi’s sense of humor seemed to grow more macabre with every flashback she came down from.  
 
    “You’re so weird,” I muttered. 
 
    “And yet you walked right past your boyfriend and your favorite cousin…” 
 
    “I don’t have a favorite cousin,” I groaned, pressing my eye sockets down on my knees. “Or a boyfriend.” 
 
    “You do have a favorite cousin,” Remi pouted. “But what’s wrong with the boy now? Do over not go over so hot?” 
 
    I snorted. “Do over did not go over at all. He wants to take things slow.” 
 
    “I knew it. He’s out of order too.” She nodded sagely. “Boys are so sensitive.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I can neither confirm nor deny.”  
 
    Remi drew her knees into a hug. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, you’re probably in for a quiet night. Did you see Laith’s face?” 
 
    “He can’t be mad,” I said. “You didn’t even know you had the claws.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s not mad. Would you want those babies tangled in your hair while you were… lowering my inhibitions?” 
 
    “I mean… it could be a thing. If you were careful.” 
 
    Remi laughed. “Oh, I see. You’re a freak.” 
 
    “I’m leaning in since Braden already made me feel like one,” I grumbled. “Seriously, am I being unreasonable? Some people kiss before they even leave the bar together!” 
 
    “There’s no shame in wanting what you want when you want it,” Remi said carefully. “But there’s no shame in waiting either. Laith and I didn’t kiss for six months, and then it took us another three to have sex.” 
 
    “Three months?!” I gaped at her. “You two? How? Why?” 
 
    “I just wasn’t ready yet.” Remi shrugged. “Mostly because I had a lot of angst about giving birth to a chupacabra. Bit ironic now.” 
 
    “Well, not to be insensitive, but that’s never really been a worry of mine, and I’m ready to have had sex last week.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Remi chuckled. “But I’m sorry if I was too, shall we say, overbearing on him earlier. I just couldn’t believe he didn’t let you kiss him. It looked like it was going to be hot. He’s a dumb ass.”” 
 
    “It was going to be hot,” I whined, stamping my feet, partly as a tantrum but also to stay warm. “But it’s fine. We needed to talk, even if everything he said was hella depressing and now I feel like we’re all going to die.” 
 
    Remi arched an eyebrow. “Honestly, he’s cute, but I think I’m going to live if he never kisses me.” 
 
    I smacked her hard on the arm. “So will I! That part was about magic. How dangerous it really is for us not to go to Broken Wand.”  
 
    “Um, seems pretty dangerous to go to Broken Wand…” 
 
    “Damned if we do, damned if we don’t.” I thunked my chin into the crevice between my knees. “Rahm especially.” 
 
    “I know.” Remi slumped into the same position. “He’s too much. He’s been through too much. And he won’t let himself feel any of it. He won’t even admit…” She looked at me sideways. “Unless he has to you?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “He won’t say a word. About any of it.” 
 
    “I thought he was having fun this morning, fitting in with the pack, but…” She turned her bloody palms up in a helpless shrug. “My instincts tell me he must have been suppressing some pretty big feelings today to have had an accident like that. So, unless they have a really good guidance counselor, I don’t know how much going to Broken Wand could really help him.” 
 
    “They make you wear these rings.” I rubbed the finger mine had once encircled. “They keep your power under control while you learn. They also give crazy Chancellor Singh reports on all your comings and goings, which is not super, but… There’s also this room where nothing bad can happen. That’s where you learn the scary stuff.” 
 
    Remi turned her head and peered at me over the wrinkles in her hoodie sleeve. “Why does anyone ever leave it?” 
 
    “I said that wrong. Very bad things can happen inside the Arena. They just don’t stay happened because it’s like…. another dimension maybe? I don’t know, but once you leave, you’re fine. Maybe even if you died.” 
 
    Remi’s dark brows furrowed. “So, if what happened today happened in that place, then Rahm wouldn’t look like he had the mange?”  
 
    “Nope. Good as new.” 
 
    “And would I forget all the nasty little things I had to see below that nasty little tail when he took off running?” 
 
    “Nope.” I laughed. “It wouldn’t be a classroom if you didn’t remember the lesson.” 
 
    “Well, I learned one today, and it’s that we need to keep extra-large dog onesies on hand in case of future accidents.” She gagged, but then her mouth twisted into a thoughtful expression. “I wonder if Castle could talk Wallace into hooking us up with some rings that don’t report back to the crazy lady? That might be a start.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, but I didn’t really like the idea. If we couldn’t be trained, we’d have to wear them forever. I didn’t want to be a half-rate witch. If magic was going to tear my family apart, then I at least wanted to be good at it. No… the best at it. And for that, I was going to need training.  
 
    Remi blew air through her lips in a heavy sigh. “Sometimes I wish that Rahm were…” 
 
    “Normal?” I gave a bitter laugh. 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry. But only because that’s what he wants,” she said quickly. “He wants to make movie magic, not real magic, but how can he? It’s not safe for him to be out in the world. My dad should’ve just stuck with the plan and given me his magic instead.” Her jaw hardened. “Then Daniel wouldn’t have been able to use him, Isaak would still be alive with his own magic, and everyone would be happy.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But then Rahm couldn’t have met your dad—” 
 
    “If Dad’s ghost couldn’t say ‘I love you’ then he should have left well enough alone.” Remi shook her head sadly. “Fire magic and daddy issues don’t mix.” 
 
    My ears popped as I swallowed more bile. What about all the other types of magic that I could wield as a Proteus? How would they interact with my own newly acquired daddy issues? Had I just become infinitely more dangerous to myself and others? It had certainly felt that way when I was wishing death upon my father, but now, picturing him tucking my mother’s wand into her casket, I just felt numb. Was that worse or better? 
 
    “Hey.” I sat up straight, a thought suddenly occurring. “If Phorm had Rhea, then who broke your dad’s wand?” 
 
    “Oh.” Remi hesitated. “He, um, didn’t have it with him. That’s why…” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked at the edge of the cliff my mom might not have had to throw herself off of if only she’d been armed. “Why the hell were they running around without their wands?” 
 
    “They are a little conspicuous for everyday wear,” Remi said.  
 
    I thought about the groceries sitting in the passenger seat of my mother’s wrecked car. Milk and marshmallow cereal for me. I had a thousand memories of my father pouring me a bowl before school, long after I was old enough to do it on my own, but absolutely none of my mother. Maybe it had always been Dad’s job. Or maybe I was just locked out of those early memories the same way Mom was locked out of my side of the veil. Even though veils weren’t supposed to have locks.  
 
    I frowned, another thought occurring. “Why don’t these stupid rules apply to Isaak? He just comes and goes as he pleases, and he didn’t even have a wand himself. How?” 
 
    “He’s a poltergeist, I think,” Remi answered sadly. “Too much unfinished business with the rest of us mutts. He can’t totally move on.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” I blurted. “Who has more unfinished business than someone who dies before her kid can even remember her?” 
 
    Remi winced and looked toward the water. She didn’t answer.  
 
    “Because I don’t.” My lips started to wobble. “I don’t remember her, Remi. She’s just this… this character I’ve cobbled together out of other people’s memories, but no one else can remember her the way I’m supposed to remember her, and… and I’ve failed as a daughter. It’s like she was… never even my mom at all.” 
 
    The wind instantly chilled the hot tears spilling down my cheeks, and the junk spilling out of my nose, and I began to shiver. I pulled my sweater sleeves down over my hands and wiped my face, but the chattering made it impossible to control my grief any longer, and my shoulders began to tremble, and my stomach began to ache, and I couldn’t remember ever being this sad or this cold. 
 
    Remi’s arm slid around my back, and she hooked her chin over my shoulder. “If I knew a spell to help you remember, I’d do it right now, but you’re not any kind of failure, and she’ll never stop being your mom. That’s just not how it works.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” I whimpered. “He knew how it worked.” 
 
    “Children make you stupid.” Remi sighed. “I shouldn’t have called him a bastard. He was heartbroken and afraid, and he just wanted you to be safe.” 
 
    “He is a bastard.” I sniffled loudly. “He looked so proud. Like he’d do it all over again if he could. That’s why I can’t forgive him. He’s not sorry. I bet he didn’t even leave her anything on Chuseok. Too busy with Marilyn Finch. And that’s not fair. He gets to remember everything, but he’s fine letting her think he’s forgetting.” 
 
    Remi inhaled sharply. “Hang on.”  
 
    She used my shoulder to push herself onto her feet, and it felt a little bit like my collarbone was snapping from the force, but I bit my lip and didn’t yelp.  
 
    She ruffled my hair. “Don’t jump, okay?” 
 
    Groaning, I ducked away from her touch. “I’m not going to—” 
 
    She was gone.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    For one heart-stopping moment, I thought she had jumped, but the tell-tale crackle lingering in the air assured me she had only poofed. Perhaps the call of the turkey had become irresistible. I smeared my sopping sleeves over my wet face and squeezed my quivering jaw into stillness. Maybe I should just go home too. I started to stand. 
 
    Electricity zipped up my arms, and I froze in a crouch as Remi’s baggy pajama bottoms reappeared. “Hey! I told you not to jump!” 
 
    “I wasn’t!” I sank back onto my butt, looked up at my cousin, and immediately burst into giggles. “Remi, no.” 
 
    “What?” She stood over me, long hair whipping dramatically in the wind. She held my grandmother’s woven basket under her left arm, and a bottle of red wine Diego had brought for dinner dangled from her right hand.  
 
    “You stole a picnic basket,” I wheezed. “Full of honey.” 
 
    “I’m leaning in, okay?” She set the basket and bottle on the grass and then dropped down cross-legged beside me. She picked up one of the dozens of songpyeon cradled in Dad’s pine needle nest. “Some feelings just need to be eaten.” 
 
    “We can’t eat all of these,” I said. “We’ll go into a coma.” 
 
    Remi snorted. “You might.” 
 
    Laughing and sniffling, I picked up the wine and tapped the cork. “Now what, genius?” 
 
    She snorted again, spewing a few crumbs onto her lap. She popped the rest of her songpyeon into her mouth, cheeks bulging like a chipmunk. Grasping the bottle’s neck with her right hand, she flicked the fingers of her left hand. The black claws erupted from her fingertips, along with a small amount of blood, but that didn’t stop her from driving her… index claw?… into the cork. With a twist and a rip, the cork popped loose. 
 
    Remi used her teeth to pull the cork off her claw and spit it onto the ground. Grinning, she tucked the claws back in and lifted the bottle in a toast. “To being smarter than the average bear.”  
 
    She tilted the bottle back and chugged. 
 
    “Show off,” I muttered, yanking the bottle from her hand. I felt a little guilty taking my first swing, knowing how harshly I’d judged Braden for taking the edge off his grief with beer, but that didn’t stop me. It wasn’t like he was offering any alternative mood-lightening activities. 
 
    “Okay.” Remi swiped her sleeve over her mouth. “Who’s Marilyn Finch?” 
 
    I choked and handed the bottle back. She took a sip, looking at me over the rim with her eyebrows arched in expectation. There was no getting out of it.  
 
    “My dad’s new girlfriend.” I curled my lip in disgust. “She’s thirty. She has three boys named Brooks, Blake, and Bentley. The oldest was born when she was younger than us. So, obviously a gold digger, but my dad doesn’t have any gold, which she should know because if we had any money, he wouldn’t need her to pull strings to get me back into a community college I was working at a diner to pay for myself.” 
 
    Remi lowered the bottle. “Maybe that means she actually—” 
 
    “No!” I snatched the bottle back and took a huge gulp. “Twelve, Remi! She was twelve years old when I was born! She was probably at an NSYNC concert while Mom was pushing me out!” 
 
    “Ew.” Remi made a face.  
 
    “She’s awful, and she’s got my dad in some kind of thrall, which is fine, I’m never speaking to him again, but it’s weird and gross, and I just don’t understand why—” I stuffed half a songpyeon into my mouth and mumbled, “Why now?” 
 
    Remi cocked her head as she peeled my fingers off the bottle and took it for herself.  
 
    “If he wanted to date a thirty-year-old, why didn’t he just do it in his thirties?” I asked, still chewing. “It’s like he just didn’t want me to have a mother, so he waited until I was too old—” I crammed the second half of the rice cake into my mouth. “I tried to get him to marry my second-grade teacher. I could’ve loved her. But he said he didn’t need a wife.” I paused to swallow. “Now he does? Now he needs Marilyn Finch? What am I supposed to do with that?” I twisted toward Remi. “How the hell do you meet a stranger at eighteen and decide she’s your mom now?” 
 
    Remi gazed at the ocean, bottle poised at her lips. “I don’t know, dude. That sucks.” 
 
    I picked up a songpyeon and lobbed it at her head. “That was a real question!” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” She wiped sesame oil off her temple and then rubbed her thumb over the center of her left palm. “Um. Well. You know that line from that sad cancer book—falling in love is like falling asleep?” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “You’ve read John Green?” 
 
    “I guess?” She shrugged broadly.  
 
    “You guess?” I rolled my eyes. “Because I think if you actually had then you would know that line is definitely not about moms.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Remi took a drink. “We have to fall in love with anyone we wind up loving, however we love. It’s not just for romance. I met a talking bear in the woods, and she ate my socks, so she bought me new socks, nice socks, and then I started going to her office just to talk, and she listened and made me feel like I was funny and smart and… good.” Remi blinked hard. “And then I was watching trash TV with my head in her lap.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” I grabbed the bottle. “I am never putting my head in Marilyn Finch’s lap, Oedipus Rex.”  
 
    Remi’s brow flattened. “You feel comfortable making that joke because you think I’ve never read Sophocles either, but—” 
 
    “You have not read Sophocles!” My voice echoed in the half empty bottle held before my lips.  
 
    “But,” Remi over-enunciated the ‘t’. “If you’d ever read him yourself, then you would know that Oed never wanted to sleep with his mother. Some asshole oracle told him he was going to but didn’t bother mentioning he was adopted. So he freaked out and ran away from home.” She paused to burp. “Tell me, how was he supposed to know this other random woman actually gave birth to him? He couldn’t. It’s not his fault he didn’t magically feel like, ‘oh, hey, this is my mom’ when he saw her. She’s a stranger. Total stranger. You can’t just meet a stranger and start acting like she’s your mom, Meena.” 
 
    I lowered the bottle and smacked my sticky lips. “I have confusion and concerns, starting with how it seems you read this recently…” 
 
    “I read a summary online the last time someone made that joke,” Remi growled. “And while I can I assure you I would also poke my eyes out if I made his mistake, I can also admit that I do relate to the theme of whether or not one can actually avoid their destiny.” 
 
    “But…” My brow furrowed, and the brain behind it felt kind of light and furry as I tried to make sense of what she was saying. “You did avoid your destiny.” 
 
    Remi stared at me as if she couldn’t quite make sense of what she was saying either. Finally, she turned back toward the ocean, her cheeks a little sunken, her eyes a little hard. She took another long pull from the bottle and said, “Yep.” 
 
    My heart started pounding, and I didn’t know why. I looked down at my grandmother’s basket. It should have gone to my mother first. I shouldn’t have gotten it for another forty or fifty years. My children should get to think of it as their grandmother’s basket, and my grandchildren should get to think of it as mine. It was a grandmother’s basket, shaped like the circle of life I was years and years and years away from taking part in.  
 
    But at least nothing had to be broken first. 
 
    “Remi?” My voice came out a faint rasp. “Are you… sad?” 
 
    She said nothing with her mouth, but her eyes…  
 
    I squeezed mine shut, barricading my brain against the bloody images that would come with my next question. “You know Rhea didn’t have a choice, right? Daniel was going to kill you. There was no time to take him alive.” 
 
    “I know.” Remi took another swig. “I’m the one who screwed that up.” 
 
    “He screwed it up,” I said. “Not you.” 
 
    She laughed darkly. “I had him, Meena. He was alive. And then I let him go.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head until it swam. “Laith was in trouble.” 
 
    “Laith was handling himself,” Remi said. “I should’ve let him.” 
 
    “And Daniel should have surrendered!” I reached over and took the bottle, worried she was going at it a little too fast here on the edge of a known killer cliff. “But he didn’t. And I’m sorry if we were all too busy celebrating your survival to realize…” 
 
    “I’m not sad,” Remi said gruffly. “I don’t even want Laith’s kid right now, much less Daniel’s. I’m nineteen. I can’t imagine anything worse than having someone need me… the way I still need Mom.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure—”  
 
    “I was stupid to ever think I could do it.” She took the bottle back. “It wouldn’t have been right, making someone exist just to break the stupid curse, ‘cause they’d have been a real person, and I’d have been their real—” She dropped her head. “It wouldn’t have been fair to do that to someone.” 
 
    “Whoa. Hey.” I grabbed her arm. “That’s not true.” 
 
    “It is, and it’s okay for me to know it. The worst moment of my mother’s life was watching Isaak bleed out in her arms, but the night I got shot, and I was bleeding out, she didn’t lock up like a damn fainting goat, Meena. She kept me alive.” Remi picked at the bottle’s label. “I can’t promise anyone that. So, no, I’m not the slightest bit sad about the curse not getting broken Not yet.” 
 
    I rubbed a hand over my face, which felt too warm in spite of the relentless sea wind. All the wine and honey had left my mouth too sweet and my stomach sour. “Yet?” 
 
    “I won’t always be like this,” Remi said quietly. “Now that I have Mom’s gift of insight, I know that someday I’ll be able to smell smoke without leaving my body or hear a loud sound without hurting someone.” She held her hands out in front of her, looking between them. “Someday I’ll be a lot closer to the person my brother sees in me, and then…” She shrugged and flashed a cavalier grin. “But not yet.” 
 
    “How?” I heard myself dragging the word out even though I didn’t mean to. “How can you not be sad now if you know you’re going to be sad in the future?” 
 
    “Everyone’s gonna be sad about something in the future, Meena.” Remi clapped me on the shoulder. “That’s the price of surviving. I owe it to everyone who didn’t to be grateful for my chance to be absolutely wrecked eight years from now when I wake up suddenly wanting Laith’s baby more than I’ve ever wanted anything, but it’s impossible because I don’t already have a second-grader.” 
 
    “You’ve seen that?” I asked. “Like you’ve literally seen yourself—?”  
 
    Remi shook her head. “I can’t see anything. When I have enough information about something, I just know how the dominoes will fall.” 
 
    “I can’t wrap my head around that,” I slurred. “How can you know if you don’t see?” 
 
    “I just do. It’s like… say, someone’s writing a book, and they don’t know the plot, but then they figure out one thing, and suddenly all the things that have to happen if that one thing happens first become obvious, and so that’s the plot.” Remi shrugged. “This is my plot. I accept that.” 
 
    I burst into giggles again. “What do you know about writing books?” 
 
    Remi frowned. “It’s just a metaphor—”  
 
    “You can’t write a book.” I hiccupped. “You’ve only ever read the summary for Oedipus Rex, which is weird, and I wish I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “I could write a book,” Remi huffed. “I could write, like, a bunch of books.” 
 
    “Pshhh.” I waved a dismissive arm. “Okay.” 
 
    “I could!” Remi crossed her arms. “I wouldn’t read them, but—” 
 
    “Would you read mine?” I plucked the bottle from her grasp and slurped. 
 
    “Hell no. I don’t do books about magic schools.” 
 
    I lowered the bottle with a small, satisfied belch. “Don’t think it’d really be about a magic school anymore.” 
 
    “Eh. Still.” She made a face. “No thanks.” 
 
    “Well, good.” I smiled sweetly. “Now I can say whatever I want about you.” 
 
    She stared at me for several long unfocused seconds. “You’re gonna tell them about my hairy legs, aren’t you?” 
 
    I nodded largely. “As soon as possible.” 
 
    “That’s a real bitch thing to do, Meena.” She ripped the bottle out of my hand, lifted it to her lips, and then froze, seeing how little was left. “Aw, hell. We weren’t supposed to drink this much.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” I demanded.  
 
    “I brought it for Mom,” Remi whined, gesturing at the basket of songpyeon. “And those. For both our moms. And Dad and Isaak and Dean Embry and Damon and Faith and Tank and not Haley that bitch, she deserved it, but—” 
 
    “Ohhhhh!” I grabbed the bottle and shook the remaining two inches. “Well, here, let’s do it like this.” I turned the bottle upside down over the basket, sloshing the dark red liquid over the bed of treats like kerosene on a campfire.  
 
    “Hey! I was going to eat more of those first!” Remi lunged and the tips of her left fingers collided head on with the side of the bottle. “Ow!” 
 
    A soft hiss rose from the basket, followed by another, and another… We both stared in frozen, slack-jawed horror as teeny tiny plumes of white smoke erupted from the wine-soaked pine needles. I yanked back the bottle, and that’s when I saw the fresh blood leaking from underneath the ragged nail of Remi’s index finger. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I pushed her hand away. “You bled on the offering!” 
 
    Remi sucked on her finger. “No, it’s just there in the middle. It didn’t get on anything edible. It’s fine. They’ll get over it. My mom’s totally eaten people.” 
 
    “Mine hasn’t!” I punched her arm, nut watching the tiny plumes of smoke still wafting from the basket gave me a funny feeling down deep in my chest, a funny urge flowing through my veins. “Actually… prick my finger.” 
 
    “Huh?” Remi’s face wrinkled up. “Why? How?” 
 
    “With your claw!” I held out my left index finger. “Do it!” 
 
    Remi looked uncertain, but with a quick flex of her fingers, the obsidian claws emerged. She obediently touched one razor tip to the soft pad of my finger, instantly drawing a bright red bubble of blood. Of magic. I held my hand out over the empty center of Grandma’s basket and let the blood fall once, twice, thrice, oops, four times… 
 
    Seven small flameless plumes of smokes wafted from the pine needles, filling the air with sickly sweet scent. I pulled my hand back and thrust the finger into my mouth.  
 
    The wind stopped. 
 
    The clouds broke, and a sunbeam shot from behind us, blanketing the clearing with white light that spilled over the ledge and lit a streak across the ocean.  
 
    We swore at the same time. 
 
    And then Remi howled and clutched her left shoulder, the one that bore the scar from when she got shot, which sometimes gave her trouble. I reached for her, but she held up her right hand, gritting her teeth and pressing her face into an old wound hidden beneath her hoodie. My heart raced wildly, spinning my brain like a sick kid on a merry-go-around.  
 
    After a moment, Remi drew a sharp breath and looked up, her eyes wild and wide. 
 
    “What?” I grabbed both her arms. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” A slow cocky grin spread across her face. “I have an idea. For how you and Rahm can go to Broken Wand.” 
 
    My mind spun faster, slinging questions in every direction, but the first one that shot from my lips was, “And Braden?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine.” She squinted. “I think that’s fine?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” My fingers curled into her sleeves. “What do you see?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything!” Remi rolled her eyes. “I just know I can get you there, alright? All three of you. And I can get Castle her job back. But I don’t know enough about magic school to figure out the rest of the plot.” 
 
    “But Chancellor Singh—” 
 
    “Chancellor Wallace.” Remi grinned.  
 
    I drew back with a gasp that was probably over dramatic. “How?” 
 
    Remi leaned forward, green eyes glittering with excitement. “Back in the day, whenever my mom killed a witch for the Chairman—” Remi took another playful swipe at my throat. “—she had to take him the unbroken wand for his collection. And Meena—” Remi gripped my sleeve with her bloody fingers and laughed. “My mom killed thousands of witches.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Groundhog Day 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Punxsutawney Phil can bite my ass!”  
 
    Rahm’s voice echoed across the sparkling white courtyard from the salted sidewalk running perpendicular to the one my boots were crunching on. Snowflakes dusted the hood and shoulders of his dark brown cloak, giving me the distinct impression of being approached by a very tall, very angry chocolate churro, which would have made me laugh on any other night, but this wasn’t any other night, this was the worst night of my life that hadn’t involved mortal peril.  
 
    “Does this look like early spring to you, Meena?!” Rahm spread his arms without releasing the hem of his cloak, which was hiked up to his knees, showing off the formerly bright but now quite dull orange converse I told him not to wear this morning. “Does it?!” 
 
    I blinked back the tears threatening to freeze in the corners of my eyes and coughed out the sob that had been stuck in my throat since flouncing out of the dining hall where, five months ago, my relationship with Braden had begun in a tub full of boiling water, and where, five minutes ago, it had ended, with a splash of tepid cocoa.  
 
    “I don’t think rodents do same-day delivery,” I said as we converged in front of the towering stone silo that housed Castillo Observatory and the Ptolemy Ballroom. Luckily, the unavoidable chattering of my teeth concealed the true nature of my pitifully broken voice, and the cold meant that Rahm also had a certain crust collecting on the already unsightly mustache that sat atop his pouting lips. 
 
    “You know who else can bite my ass?” Rahm reached into his cloak and pulled out a flattened tube of damp paper stamped with the muddy tread of what I presumed were his own sneakers. “Professor Knudsen! That tyrant! That philistine! That frigid witch!” 
 
    Rahm unfurled his first elemental exam and held it in front of my nose. Through my rapidly crystallizing tears, I could just make out a dramatic red F slashed over each of Rahm’s chicken-scratched answers. It made me very grateful for the silver ring gleaming on my favorite cousin’s left middle finger. If only there were something similar to keep my other cousin and her stupid gift in check. Then tonight never would have happened.  
 
    I pushed the paper out of my face. Rahm’s green eyes shimmered with anger in the shadow of his hood, and if he sucked his cheeks any further, they’d be touching inside his mouth. I looped my arm through his and steered him toward the steps because the snow was starting to soak through my purple cloak—it had been waiting for me in my room on my first day back.  
 
    “Well, what about the practical?” I asked. “Surely you passed—” 
 
    “Surely I should have!” Rahm roared. He turned the paper over and pointed to a portion of neat handwriting at the bottom. “The audacity!” 
 
    “I can’t see it,” I said. “My eyelashes are frozen.” 
 
    “Too much!” Rahm crumpled the paper into his fist and then flung it away as a cloud of black ash. “She gave me an F because my fire was too much! It was beautiful, Meena! Flawless work. Some of my best. But Knudsen hates me. I don’t know why. Maybe she’s been in love with my dead father all these years and can’t bear to look at me.” 
 
    I pressed my chapped lips together. I hadn’t met Knudsen yet because I was taking all the classes I was supposed to have taken last semester, and Intro to Elements wasn’t one of them. But Braden had taken it last spring, and he had repeatedly warned Rahm that Knudsen had zero tolerance for showoffs, to which Rahm had repeatedly replied that it’s not showing off if you’re just being honest.  
 
    “Or maybe she knows that I’m...” Rahm lowered his voice, “ya know.” 
 
    I sighed, expelling an impressive cloud of steam. Rahm wanted nothing more than for someone to find out he was, ya know, a werewolf, so he could go home, and Remi would still have to keep her promise to send him to film school if he went to magic school first.  
 
    For the most part, Remi’s drunken burst of inspiration had played out exactly as she knew it would. Chancellor Singh had stepped down, Professor Wallace had stepped up, and three hundred wands that had been ‘missing’ since the late eighties had been returned to their families for breaking. There were thousands more where those came from, all of which Remi wanted to return, but Diego had refused as there were too many other bargains the Tooth & Claw Society needed to drive with witchkind.  
 
    But Remi was not omniscient. The gift she’d inherited from Belhollow analyzed the available data, calculated probabilities and statistics, and revealed what Remi had called ‘the plot.’ But it didn’t totally take into account what anyone who’d actually read a book might called ‘character.’ People could always surprise you, especially if you didn’t actually know them, and in spite of having called him Grampa as a very small child, Remi didn’t know Henry Wallace at all. He was better than Singh, but he was no revolutionary.  
 
    Braden and I were re-admitted on the single condition that we try not to kill any more students or professors, but Rahm had to sign a non-disclosure agreement regarding his wolf. He couldn’t shift, he couldn’t tell anyone he could shift, and he couldn’t tell anyone his mother could shift. In fact, he couldn’t tell anyone who his mother was. For the next four years, he was the product of an affair Rafael St. James had with a normal human woman, and to disguise his twinship with Remi Belhollow-St. James, heir apparent to the shifter throne, he had to pretend to be a year younger than he actually was.  
 
    Rahm wanted no part of this charade, but Remi had bribed, and Rhea had begged, and finally, four weeks ago, just days before the semester began, Rahm caved in. He had been miserable every minute since, to the point that I had considered outing him myself so he could go home and I could try to enjoy myself, but enjoying myself was out of the question now, so I was going to need Rahm to stay and hate everyone and everything with me for the next four years.  
 
    “I’m sorry Knudsen doesn’t know talent when she sees it,” I said between sniffles, “but I’m certain she doesn’t know anything else about you either.” 
 
    Rahm snorted as he held one of Castillo’s heavy wooden doors open. “Who does?” 
 
    “Me,” I said, walking past him into the warmth of the foyer. “I know way too much.”  
 
    The slamming of the door muted Rahm’s muttered reply. We both paused to push back our sopping hoods and scuff our muddy shoes on the thick rubber mat that had appeared with the coming of the snowpocalypse. Directly ahead of us, another set of wooden doors opened into the circular tower, which housed both the ballroom and—many hundreds of feet overhead—the observatory where Castle taught her classes.  
 
    A group of students from the Artisanal Magic Department was standing at the center of the massive golden zodiac wheel adorning the ballroom’s blue marble floor. Their boisterous voices bounced through the doors and into the foyer, bringing me unwanted snippets of their decorating plans for the stupid Cupid’s Cotillion coming up on Valentine’s Day. I swore under my breath and grabbed Rahm’s sleeve, hoping to drag him out of sight before we were noticed by the second-to-last person I wanted to see—Dasharath Singh.  
 
    “Hold on!” Rahm whined. “My shoes are—” 
 
    “Rahm!” Dash’s smooth voice echoed off the tower’s curving stone walls, making it impossible to pretend we didn’t hear him. “Meena! Wait up!” 
 
    Rahm swore—not the slightest bit under his breath—and kicked the mat. I shot him a glare as I flung his sleeve back at his wrist. The boy couldn’t be quiet if his life depended on it, and depending on what happened next, he might find out that it actually had. Phones weren’t allowed on campus, but that didn’t mean news of my breakup hadn’t already reached my former suitor. From this point on, it was a question of when, and not if, Dash would invite me to the dance. If he had the audacity to do it now, I was afraid I would accept out of pure pettiness.  
 
    Dash trotted through the open doorway with a dazzling smile on his exquisitely handsome face. It was entirely possible that Remi’s plan had worked out best of all for him. My relationship with Braden had made it difficult for Dash and me to, um, process the past, so all of our conversations thus far had been entirely superficial. I didn’t know how he’d managed to stay when his crazy aunt went away, but I knew her absence had made him exponentially more attractive.  
 
    Not because he was no longer wearing the down-glamour she’d forced on him for years, but because he was so much more at ease with himself without her around that it honestly wouldn’t have mattered if he still appeared short and skinny and not at all like his face had been carved in the likeness of a god. He would still have been hot. But now he was hot and then some. Hot plus. Just like he was the night we kissed in the woods, only without any of the overeager clinginess that made me feel like I couldn’t breathe back then.  
 
    For example: as he crossed the foyer, Dash gave me only a brief glance and a slight friendly nod. As usual these days, he kept his focus on Rahm—the strategy he’d developed for getting close to me without stepping on Braden’s toes. He was always coming over to our table or catching up with us on the sidewalk, asking Rahm questions and getting mostly grudging grunts in return.  
 
    Now, Dash stopped in front of my surly cousin and puffed out the picture of Bill Murray stretched taut across his broad chest. His smooth, brown biceps strained the hems of the T-shirt’s black sleeves, and even though his kisses had fallen quite flat, I felt a moment’s nostalgia for the way it had felt to be held by someone who actually wanted me. 
 
    “Happy Groundhog Day!” Dash announced, tossing a lock of silky black hair away from his earnest brown eyes. He glanced down at the shirt and then quickly back to Rahm, clearly expecting some sort of positive response to his vintage 90s’ movie merch.  
 
    Rahm’s lip curled with disdain. “If you came all the way over here just for that, then I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time. I hate Groundhog Day.” 
 
    Dash blinked. “How do you hate the greatest movie ever made?” 
 
    “I don’t.” Rahm crossed his arms and rolled his eyes. “Because it’s not Groundhog Day.” 
 
    “Huh.” Dash pushed his full lips out thoughtfully. “Well, what is it then?” 
 
    Rahm sighed. “Someone who thinks it’s Groundhog Day would never understand.” 
 
    Dash grinned. “That’s exactly what someone who knows it’s Groundhog Day would say if they inexplicably refused to admit—” 
 
    “It’s not Groundhog Day!” Rahm shouted.  
 
    “Well, why not?” Dash folded his arms over Bill Murray’s eyes and ears as if to shield him from any more insults. “Name one thing that’s wrong with it.” 
 
    “Um, the entire premise?!” Rahm flung his arms wide. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, my shoes are ruined, my socks are wet, I failed another test I never wanted to take, and now I just want to—” Rahm’s jaw clenched, and he looked away from both of us.  
 
    “Do the day over?” Dash asked, and though his voice was gentle and his eyes full of genuine concern, it was apparently the wrong thing to say.  
 
    Rahm’s fiery green eyes bulged, and his cheeks pulled inward. He jabbed a finger into Bill Murray’s forehead, instantly incinerating the vinyl graphic in a puff of acrid smoke. Dash yelped, his folded arms swinging outward. The faintest impression of Bill clung to the unharmed cotton as if the image had simply worn off after one too many washes. 
 
    “Yes,” Rahm said with a bitchy little eyebrow twitch. “And now you do too.” 
 
    Dash grabbed the hem of his shirt and stretched it out in front of him, revealing half of the smooth, hairless six-pack above the buckle of his wand holster. He ran one hand over Bill’s faded ghost and then looked up at Rahm with wide eyes and a sort of starstruck smile. “Dude. What was that?” 
 
    Rahm took a step back, shaking his head. His face had gone ashen. “I… I’m so sorry. I don’t… I don’t know why I did that…” He clapped one hand to his forehead. “I’ll pay you back. I… I need to go.” He ducked his head and stepped off the mat. 
 
    “Hey.” Dash caught his elbow, and when he had Rahm’s attention, he waved his free hand in front of his shirt. The vinyl graphic reappeared. I gasped, but Dash’s eyes never left Rahm’s. “There are very few things you could burn that I couldn’t make new.” 
 
    Rahm swallowed loudly, almost a gag, and then shoved Dash’s hand away. He turned with a dramatic whirl of his cloak and stormed off.  
 
    Dash’s shoulders sagged. “I didn’t mean to upset him.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you,” I said, though I had no idea what it was.  
 
    Without thinking, I patted Dash’s bare forearm. Warm, pleasurable magic instantly surged between us. We both jumped backward and looked down. I wiped my hand on my cloak. He rubbed his arm like I’d slugged him. He laughed nervously, and I faked doing the same to cover up the fresh wave of sniffles building in my nose. Why couldn’t that happen with Braden? 
 
    “Well, um, listen…” Dash started, and I braced myself for the question I’d been dreading. It must have been obvious though because instead of asking, he said, “If Rahm is failing, he should talk to his advisor about advanced placement testing.” Dash looked down at his shirt. “He might just be bored.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, flustered. I wasn’t bored in any of my classes so far. They were hard. “I’ll, uh, tell him when he’s in a better mood.” 
 
    Dash nodded as he slid his hands into his pockets. “What about you? Do you wish you could do this day over?” 
 
    I flinched, accidentally squeezing tears out. “No. It wouldn’t change anything.” 
 
    “Meena?” Dash started to reach out but then pulled his hand back like I was on fire. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, waving him off. “I’m fine. But Rahm. I need to—” 
 
    “Go.” Dash gestured with his head. “I’m going to check on you both tomorrow though.” 
 
    I forced a laugh. “If it comes.” 
 
    Dash smiled ruefully and waved. I lifted my hand too, but for some reason, the gesture felt like too much of an acknowledgment that we couldn’t touch without our magic getting frisky. Blushing, I ducked my head and hurried after Rahm, who had long since disappeared around the first curve of the wide corridor ringing the base of the tower.  
 
    My damp shoes squeaked loudly on the white marble floor as I scurried past each of the creepy fortune-teller portraits hanging on the inner wall and each of the empty armchairs sitting between the snow-frosted windows lining the outer wall. Normally, this was a very popular study spot, filled with the sounds of rustling pages and muttered memorizations, but it seemed nobody wanted to do their homework in cold wet socks. I couldn’t blame them, but the silence was unsettling.  
 
    At last, I came to the far side of the corridor, directly opposite the building’s entrance, where a single blue handprint marred the white stone wall between two windows. The palmistry lines were inked with gold, and each fingertip bore a small gold rune, which apparently represented the words, “Your fates is in yours.”  
 
    Very Castle. 
 
    After checking the floor to make sure Rahm’s footprints didn’t keep going around the loop, I pressed my right hand onto the print and felt the lingering warmth of Rahm’s recent jump. My shoulders sagged with relief, and my eyes fluttered shut. Magic pulsed in my fingers, my palm, my wrist, my elbow, my shoulder, and finally my broken heart.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes to the simple plaster wall of the faculty apartment we shared with Castle. The official reason for this unusual arrangement was that enrollment had reached an all-time high after the returned wands were broken and hundreds of young witches inherited magic that had been missing since the rise of the Tooth and Claw in the late 1980s. Dorms were at max capacity for the first time in three decades, so it made sense for those of us with family on staff to bunk with them.  
 
    But the real reason was for our safety. Not everyone was as happy about the regime change as Dash, so Chancellor Wallace thought it better if we slept in a more magically protected location. We were the only three people who could use the handprint to enter. It wasn’t really clear where the apartment was actually located because it had no windows or doors for anyone to break through. We actually had to be preemptively treated for claustrophobia by Madam Petrovich before we could move in.  
 
    “Oh, good,” Castle drawled from behind me, her mouth obviously full. “You’re both here.” 
 
    I dropped my hand from the print on our wall and spun around, surprised. Castle was never home in the evening. She was either teaching in the Observatory or sneaking off to Gladwell for a booty call with Remi’s slightly older friend Victoria, a cougar shifter with whom Castle had absolutely nothing in common other than the two months she’d spent trapped as a cougar, courtesy of yours truly. But that appeared to be more than enough to make at least some things work, and even before the breakup, I had been starting to wonder if Braden’s problem was that he just needed to be with a bear… 
 
    “I mean, I saw you’d both be here,” Castle continued, gesturing at Rahm with her cereal spoon. He was already disrobed and draped over the loveseat, staring listlessly at the ceiling. “Or else I’d be elsewhere. But that’s what people say to break the ice when they need to tell you something.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I demanded, anxiety and anger instantly spiking. I could not be hearing that phrase twice in one night. Castle should have seen that, just as Remi should have known that returning to Broken Wand would break my heart and… do whatever it was doing to Rahm.  
 
    But then I remembered Remi and Laith were in Europe touring possibly hostile shifter academies. Aunt Rhea was all alone on the farm with crazy Moonshine. My father, well, I hadn’t spoken to him since I told him I wished he were dead on Thanksgiving, and what if Marilyn Finch had already married him and murdered him for the money we didn’t even have? The anxiety swallowed up the anger and shifted into pure terror.  
 
    I went to the table and gripped the back of my usual chair. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “Everyone’s fine. Nothing’s wrong.” Castle looked into her bowl and stirred the remaining marshmallows. “Quite the opposite.” She flicked her eyes toward Rahm. “But not everyone is going to agree.” 
 
    First, I felt relief. Then, I felt the urge to groan and stamp my feet. But I didn’t go through with it because frankly I didn’t have the strength. This family could be so exhausting. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed and mope about the last few wasted months, but now I had to deal with Castle being cryptic about Rahm’s reaction to some mysterious news while Rahm was already acting like one failed test merited having the same thousand-yard stare that Remi got in her eyes whenever something jolted her back into the worst moment of her life. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    I was so stupid. Another test he never wanted to take. That’s what he’d shouted at Dash. But Knudsen’s exam had been the first of the semester. And judging from the incredible restraint it must have taken to burn Bill Murray without damaging the shirt or harming Dash, he should have passed. Controlling his magic wasn’t the problem.  
 
    My eyes flinched shut as I mentally kicked myself for not realizing soon—no, wait. Remi was the one my mind should be kicking, not me. Rahm wouldn’t talk about it, so I didn’t know the timeline of his trauma. But his twin had seen his worst memories firsthand when she still had the Scent Sight, and she should have known with the weird gift she had now that Rahm was going to freak out when the anniversary came around. 
 
    No wonder he lost it when Dash asked if he wanted to do the day over.  
 
    This was the day he wanted to do over.  
 
    The day Daniel took control.  
 
    It had to be. It was literally the only plausible reason why Rahm would hate the movie Groundhog Day. He lived for vintage 90s cinema. He would never hurt Bill Murray. 
 
    And that meant that every day from this point forward would bring us one day closer to the second anniversary of Isaak’s murder. But this was the first year Rahm was back in control of the body that he hated for what Daniel made it do. It was probably for the best that Braden and I broke up; keeping Rahm safe this spring had just become a full-time job. 
 
    “Maybe this could wait then?” I gave Castle a pointed look. “Neither of us is having a very good day.” 
 
    “Yeah, picked up on that,” Castle said. “And I’m sorry Grizzly Man’s got such a terrible case of virgin-harlot syndrome, but—” 
 
    “He’s got what now?!” 
 
    “You know.” Castle slurped faded pastel milk from her spoon. “He thinks you’re too pure for this world or whatever, so he doesn’t want to be the one to, um, sully you.” 
 
    I stared at her. “You can’t be serious. That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Everyone knows guys want to be the first to sully someone!” 
 
    Castle shrugged. “Not if they’ve got virgin-harlot syndrome.” 
 
    “No,” I said, folding my arms. “That’s not a real thing. And neither is being sullied!” 
 
    Castle lifted her hands. “Take it up with Dr. Freud. Now listen, I’ve really got to—” 
 
    “Freud was full of it!” I huffed. “Everyone knows that now!” 
 
    Rahm snorted. “Um, have you met my sister?” 
 
    “Um, have you met yourself?” I shot back, forgetting he was in a fragile place. 
 
    “Ew!” He threw a throw pillow over the couch at me. “Don’t be gross!”  
 
    I caught it and tossed it right back in the direction of his head. “You have to stop teasing her like that. It’s mean, and it makes her do weird stuff like look up the plot of Oedipus Rex and get all dark about her dodging her destiny.” 
 
    “Heh.” Castle cleared her throat. “Funny you should—”  
 
    Rahm sat up, scowling. “Nobody makes Remi do weird stuff. Remi’s just weird. And as long as part of her weirdness is acting like she and the ghost of Mama B are in some kind of monogamous relationship that requires her to be a bitch to our mother, then I’m going to keep teasing her however I see fit.” 
 
    “She has never been a bitch to your mother. Not once.” I paused. “Except for the ways in which she’s a bitch to everyone, like eating all the leftovers in the middle of the night after she burns off all the calories meant for the bear on Laith’s—” 
 
    “La la la la la la la!” Rahm clamped the pillow over his ears. “They’re just wrestling! And you’re wrong. I think it’s bitchy how she just expected Mom to make her three home cooked meals a day—”  
 
    “She didn’t expect it, cooking makes Rhea happy, and I never heard you complain!” 
 
    “—but still wouldn’t call her by her name!” Rahm’s volume rose dramatically.  
 
    “That’s literally what she calls her.” I spread my arms wide. “Rhea. Your mother’s name is Rhea. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Her name is Mom!” Rahm hurled the pillow across the room where it smacked into the blue and gold handprint. The lights flickered.  
 
    I cast a worried glance at Castle, but she didn’t even seem to have noticed. She had both elbows planted on the table and her fingers dug into her short, messy hair, frowning down into her cereal bowl. Unnerved, I went and halfway perched on the back of the couch where I could keep an eye on both of them. 
 
    “She made us.” Rahm looked up at me with pleading eyes. “Her name is Mom.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and rubbed my own pleading eyes—they wanted to be in bed crying over Braden, who Castle didn’t understand at all. He did not think I was too pure for this world. And how could he? I had turned his ex-girlfriend into a wolf and then murdered her right under his nose. To save Remi, who saved Braden, so I thought he understood.  
 
    He acted like he understood. He even called me Bullseye for a while, but that had stopped when we got back to school. Everything reminded him of her. Especially all the girls he’d slept with behind her back. All the girls who would also be at the Valentine’s dance. That was why he didn’t want to take me. And that was why I’d thrown my tepid cocoa in his face and fled. He was still sitting there passively covered in tiny marshmallows for all I knew.  
 
    Maybe if I’d told Remi the truth about why Braden didn’t want to kiss me on Thanksgiving, she would have known this was going to happen instead of telling me it would be fine. She would have known it without even having to use her gift, and she’d have rightly gone back to calling him Red Flag, which is exactly why I didn’t tell her then or ever. She had very strong opinions about acceptable behavior from men. I already felt sorry for anyone dumb enough to try and date her future daughter. Except… 
 
    “Not to Remi,” I said gently, putting my hand on Rahm’s shoulder. “And that’s okay. I love Aunt Rhea, and we all know she’s sorry, but she still signed Remi up for something you can never totally understand. And then she took it away. Forever. You have got to let them sort this out in their own way, on their own schedule, and you’re only slowing it down when you make her feel weird about Belhollow. You wouldn’t say those things to Isaak.” 
 
    Rahm flinched as if I’d slapped him as hard as I could across the face. He looked down at his lap and mumbled, “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Wow!” Castle said suddenly and much too loudly. “Beautiful segue, Meena. Could not have scripted it better—” 
 
    “You’re wrong though,” Rahm snarled, green eyes blazing. “Mom saved Remi. I’m the one who took her kids away. I killed Isaak. He would’ve been her choice.” 
 
    “Daniel killed Isaak.” I gripped Rahm’s chin. “That wasn’t—” 
 
    He jerked away from me. “My body, my magic, my fault.” 
 
    “Rahm…”  
 
    “Anyways.” He abruptly stood up. “My sister just needs to suck it up. Mom worships the ground she walks on. Dad doesn’t even like me, and I still don’t call him Rafael.” 
 
    His words hit me like a rogue wave, washing away all the sand I’d carefully buried my own daddy issues under. My father didn’t like me either, and I still didn’t call him Paul. It had never even crossed my mind to strip him of his title. Not when Remi and I staggered home drunk on Thanksgiving, and he was already gone. Not when Christmas came and went without so much as a card. Not when I found out through stalking Marilyn Finch’s mommy blog that he had proposed on New Year’s Eve. Not even when I almost threw up because I realized a rush like that almost certainly meant he’d gone straight home from the airport and planted a new Song family tree. One that would still be normal when she turned eighteen.  
 
    “Maybe you should,” I said quietly. “It’s that what you really believe.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Rahm whispered. “Mom thinks he’s proud of me.”  
 
    Tears pricked my eyes, but I knew if I let them fall, they’d never stop. What did my mother think about what my father thought of me? Did she live in blissful ignorance beyond the veil, or did she know I’d been abandoned? I had hoped…  
 
    Well, it was stupid, so so stupid, but I had gotten the idea in my head for a while that what happened on Thanksgiving with the wine and the songpyeon… that it might have actually done something. Like, maybe offering a few drops of blood had somehow paid the toll for Mom to cross. Stupid, I know. Remi hadn’t even meant to add hers, so the weird smoke was probably just a sign the offering had been spoiled. If anything, adding my own had probably just pissed everyone off. They weren’t vampires, stupid. 
 
    Blinking away the moisture, I looked helplessly at Castle. She was eleven when Phorm killed her parents, though she hadn’t known it was him until Remi told us the story she’d gotten out of Phorm. He had found their address on an unsent letter to Aunt Rhea in my mother’s wrecked car, but by the time he arrived, Rhea’s family had moved on because they believed the Chairman must have been responsible for my mother’s death. Phorm killed Castle’s parents just for not being who he expected them to be.  
 
    But eleven was old enough to actually remember what all of our parents were like, and she had idolized Uncle Raf enough to make his beat-up brown leather jacket the centerpiece of her fashion sense. It was currently slung over the back of her chair, taunting me with its infinite pockets, as usual, while she continued staring into her bowl. I couldn’t hold back my frustrated groan. Seriously. This family was so weird.  
 
    “Our dads loved us,” Castle said without looking up. “But we come from Old Magic. Our bloodline has never been tainted by humans or interrupted with adoption. But, you kiss too many cousins, and the tree eventually turns into a shrub. Lucky for us, it stayed pretty.” Castle lifted her head, running her knuckles down the jawline she and the twins shared. “There’s a whole lotta magic bottled up behind us, buddy, and only one way out. So yeah, they had certain expectations for us. Doesn’t mean they’re not also proud.” 
 
    “You didn’t see his face,” Rahm turned and snapped.  
 
    Castle laughed. She leaned back in her chair and tugged on the narrow blue tie dangling between the flaps of today’s dapper vest. “I assure you it could not have been worse than the look on my dad’s.”  
 
    Rahm sucked in his cheeks. I checked his hands for any sign of smoke where they were gripping his upper arms, but so far so good. That probably just meant the silver ring was working. His energy was crackling even if his magic was somewhat sedated. 
 
    Castle rose and picked up her cereal bowl. She peered into it, nodded, and then it tipped it to her lips with a noisy slurp. I cringed; this family’s manners were seriously taxing sometimes. She sauntered over to the sink and dropped the bowl on top of all other dishes none of us had bothered doing because neither Rahm nor I were taking House Magic yet, and I suspected Castle never had.  
 
    “Good news is we’re off the hook.” Castle leaned against the counter and waggled her dark eyebrows. “Remi and Laith are gonna breed like two rabbits in a top hat.”  
 
    “Ew! Ew! Ew!” Rahm doubled over with his head on the couch, covering his ears. “Why would you say—”  
 
    He froze, and in the same instant, my stomach rolled as if I were in the first car of a roller coaster waiting for enough of the other cars to crest the so we could drop. Rahm snapped upright, his stricken eyes briefly catching mine before we both looked back to Castle, who was grinning like the cougar that ate all the canaries.  
 
    “Why would you say that?” Rahm asked slowly and without blinking.  
 
    “Because it’s true.” Castle shrugged, totally nonchalant. “Curse is broken.” 
 
    My stomach lurched into my throat as the coaster dropped, and my hands shot up to cover my mouth. Rahm pitched forward onto his knees on the love seat, fists curling into the upper cushion. I grasped the top of his nearest hand, felt the ring burning hot beneath my fingers. His mouth opened and closed in a series of little gasps. 
 
    “But how?” I finally managed to whisper. “She didn’t…”  
 
    Castle rubbed her chin. “Hmm. Okay. So, you know how in Aladdin, Genie has to do whatever his master tells him to, even if he really doesn’t want to—” 
 
    “Get to the point!” Rahm shouted.  
 
    “Magic is like Genie,” Castle said. “It has to obey, but if it spots a loophole…” 
 
    “What loophole?!” Rahm clambered over the couch to stand beside me. “We went through all that and there was a loophole?!” 
 
    “All that was the loophole,” Castle answered, pushing away from the counter. “All the curse ever said was that no one could receive life from two shifters, and so for three hundred something years, nobody did.” She placed her hands on the shoulders of the jacket hanging over her chair. “Until your sister.” 
 
    Rahm shook his head. “I don’t understand. Are you saying my dad was also…?” 
 
    “No!” Castle scoffed and rolled her eyes. “I’m saying your mom gave Remi life the old-fashioned way, and then Belhollow essentially gave her own life to Remi. Magic loves a sacrifice. Curse quietly packed up and went home. Maybe right away, but definitely by Thanksgiving.” 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “What happened on Thanksgiving?” 
 
    Castle just looked at us. Suddenly, all I could hear were the sounds that had come from the other side of the damn wall after Remi and Laith made up that evening. The sounds of two people very much in order.  
 
    “Holy shift,” Rahm whispered. “I’m going to be an uncle.” 
 
    My stomach fell back into place with a heavy thud, sending anxious ripples in all directions. Without talking to Remi, I didn’t know if I should feel happy or queasy. Laith’s baby… that was a miracle… one she wanted eight years from now…  
 
    “Well, um, no.” Castle sucked air through her teeth as she pasted on an exaggerated smile. “You’re actually going to be a big brother.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The clock on the living room wall read 11: 47 when I stepped out of the bathroom, shivering in my T-shirt and sleep shorts. Well, the clock actually read Aquarius-Sagittarius, but after three weeks, my brain had finally figured out how to accurately translate the symbols into hours and make educated guesses about the minute. Given how bleary my eyes had gotten over the course of the evening, it could just as easily have been 11: 46 or 11:48. 
 
    “Rahm?” I called softly through a yawn. “Come get ready for bed.” 
 
    He didn’t budge. The listless tilt of his head against the back of the couch gave me hope he’d already fallen asleep, in which case, I would grab the quilt off my bunk and curl up beside him so he didn’t wake up alone. I crept across the room, blotting at my slick hair with a BWA-crested towel so luxuriously fluffy it barely functioned. It was going to be a mess in the morning, but I didn’t have the energy to comb it out.  
 
    The last few hours had been a whirlwind journey through the first four stages of grief with Rahm. Denial: “That’s a really sick joke, Castle.” Anger: “I’m going to kill that bastard.” Bargaining: “Please let me go home.” Depression: Catatonic staring at the wall. He had cycled through them all many times over, never once expressing the slightest bit of joy or excitement for his mother or sister. 
 
    Sisters.  
 
    Rhea and Diego were having a little girl, though it would be a few more weeks before science could prove Remi’s nose right or wrong. That’s right. The baby wasn’t the only miracle that had happened since we’d been gone—well, technically, the baby happened right under our noses, out in the barn, under circumstances that sounded extremely hot except for the part where they involved my middle-aged aunt and future uncle.  
 
    That last bit I just assumed; they weren’t prematurely planning a wedding like some people I unfortunately knew. So far, Castle said, Diego was just driving over from Gladwell on the weekends to “court her properly” which was the cutest thing I’d ever heard, especially when I imagined him saying it in his dreamy accent. Honestly, the whole thing sounded like the best sort of guilty pleasure novel: Having My Estranged Billionaire Daughter’s Royal Regent’s Surprise Werecub (A Midlife Country Holiday Romance).  
 
    Except Remi and Rhea were no longer estranged.  
 
    That was the other miracle that happened after Rahm and I left home. Castle didn’t have very many details—she saw the future, not the past, and even she hadn’t seen this coming—but something had significantly shifted between Remi and Aunt Rhea once it became clear the curse had quietly been broken. Remi’s lost wolf had found her way home.  
 
    And apparently, one of the first things she’d done with her newly restored Scent Sight was accidentally catch a glimpse of the baby, which could only mean that weirdo hadn’t wasted any time putting her head in Aunt Rhea’s lap. 
 
    Rahm did not care for this story. Any of it. At all. 
 
    In fact, he had suddenly gotten furious on Belhollow’s behalf. A new baby was no reason to throw away someone you’re supposed to love. How could Remi do that to her after everything they’d been through together? He worked himself into a lather in the thirty shocked seconds it took for Castle, normally so nonplussed, to tell him she never said anything like that. Yes, Remi had gotten back the wolf she’d originally inherited from Rhea, but Belhollow’s bear hadn’t gone anywhere. That was the miracle.  
 
    Remi was both now. The wolf with the mask and the bear with the moon. The Scent Seer and the Gambler. That’s what Castle called the mysterious gift that brought us all here, and in retrospect, I really should have taken that into consideration before going along with Remi’s plan, but it was too late now. She rolled the dice. I lost my guy. Oh, well. Thanks for playing. Better luck next time.  
 
    But Remi herself had hit the jackpot, of course. Two moms, two gifts, two shifts.  
 
    It shouldn’t have been possible. Nothing like it had ever happened before. No one could explain. But I knew. Remi wasn’t extra special; she was just spoiled. Belhollow would break any rule that needed breaking for Remi. She’d seen Remi struggling with whose daughter she was now and made the answer clear. She was theirs. If the woman had been a witch, and someone had stolen her wand to keep her from getting to Remi, then you could bet she would have found a way to break it herself.  
 
    Okay, so, maybe I wasn’t wild about this part of the story either.  
 
    I crossed the room, tucking the towel around my shoulders to keep the cold wet hair off my neck and fresh shirt. Rahm’s head didn’t move, but as I drew up behind him, I could see his right hand sitting on his knees, rolling something small and black between his long fingers. I knew right away it was the little plastic black bear he’d found beneath the fridge at the beach house where Belhollow and Isaak had spent their summers with the Gladwells.  
 
    “I knew,” Rahm said in a strange robotic tone. “I didn’t know what I knew, but I knew.” 
 
    “Knew what?” I put my hands on his shoulders. They were uncomfortably warm, his shirt damp with sweat, and yet he was also shivering. I moved one hand to his forehead and found it dripping. I quickly wiped it off on his floppy brown hair under the guise of affection. “Rahm—” 
 
    “We were making breakfast that last morning, and suddenly she just ran and puked in the sink. It was awful. She said she had a bug, but I guess she lied.” 
 
    “Whoa there, buddy. I’m pretty sure she just didn’t know—” 
 
    “How could she not know? She’s done it before!” 
 
    “Twenty years ago!” I laughed and ruffled his hair. “Things change. Please don’t make me explain.” 
 
    “She knew.” Rahm’s fist closed around the little bear. “She knew, and that’s why she sent me away.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Rahm.” I crawled over the back of the couch and plopped down beside him because this night obviously wasn’t getting any shorter. “You know that’s not true.” 
 
    “I begged her to let me stay.” His jaws ground together. “She wasn’t in any shape to be taking care of the whole farm anyway.” 
 
    “It’s one horse, his pet cat, and your hermit crab.” I touched Rahm’s arm but had to jerk away. “Rahm, you’re burning up.” 
 
    “What if it snows like this? What if the pipes freeze in the barn? She can’t be hauling water out to Laith’s stupid horse! It’s bad enough that she has to feed him! What if she slips and falls and loses—” He covered his mouth and started over. “What if the electricity goes off? What if the roads ice over and… and… he can’t get to her… and there’s no one to start a fire and they get too cold and she—” He sucked down air and didn’t let it back out until I nudged him. “She’s too old, Meena. Too many things can go wrong.” 
 
    Ah. So that explained the four out of five stages of grief. 
 
    “She’s not too old,” I said. “It just seems that way because you’re grown. And if she got you two assholes here safely, she can do anything. Plus, your sister’s a healer. She’s not going to let anything bad happen to your mom. Or the baby.” 
 
    “My sister’s in Paris!” Rahm hissed. “She can’t poof over the ocean!” 
 
    That was true. Something about international translocation zones that I didn’t really understand. But Remi was so damn special at this point. She could probably just bounce magic off the moon and have it land on whoever she needed it to.  
 
    “I can’t believe she just went off and left her.” Rahm shook his head. “I mean, I get it, she’s a global dictator now, she’s got places to conquer, people to overlord, but come on! If Remi couldn’t stay, then she should have called me home.” He banged the fist clutching the bear onto his knee. “But she doesn’t trust me.” 
 
    “Rahm, that’s not true.” 
 
    “And neither does Mom.” His knuckles turned white around the bear. “They don’t want me around their kids, so they locked me up here.” 
 
    I sighed. “Your sister isn’t even—” 
 
    “If my forty-three-year-old mother who spent thirteen years eating dog food in a dungeon couldn’t even—” Rahm paused to gag like a cat retching up a hairball. “—once without getting knocked up, then I think it’s safe to say it’s just a matter of time before we’re in the Father of the Bride Part II reboot nobody asked for.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Remi doesn’t want kids until she’s, like, twenty-seven. She told me so. Not even Laith’s. They’re going to be safe.” 
 
    “It’s been over three hundred years since shifters could make babies, Meena. I’m going to need to see a few studies on the efficacy of human birth control in magical creatures before I rest easy.” Rahm’s cheeks pulled inward, pushing his lips into a mean little sneer. “No. I’ll be an uncle by the end of the year. You mark my words.”  
 
    “I’m not going to mark your words, Rahm. She doesn’t want that. But on the off chance that it does happen…” I placed my hand over his feverishly clenched fist. 
 
    He yanked it all the way over to his left shoulder, turning away from me a little. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Tell me she’s going to want me around,” he growled. “I could be around right now, but they made sure I’m not—” 
 
    “They didn’t know about the baby.” I grasped his upper right arm, trying to unfurl him from his twisted hunch. “Be mad that you’re here, fine, but don’t make stuff up. Your mom is counting the days until May when you come home.” 
 
    But even as the words confidently left my mouth, an ugly little voice in the back of my own mind whispered, what about me? Aunt Rhea had treated me like one of her own after my father ditched me, but she’d been missing one of her own that whole time. Now Remi was back in the game, and whatever time and attention didn’t get sucked into her vortex would obviously need to go to Rahm and the new baby when she arrived in August… 
 
    “I’m not going home,” Rahm said, jerking his arm farther across his chest.  
 
    “Of course you’re going home. You just gave a whole speech about how you could be helping her, and summer’s when she’s going to need it the most.” 
 
    Rahm grimaced. “No, he’ll have moved in by then, and there won’t be anything to do except watch him do gross crap like kiss her—” He made the choking cat noise again. “—and talk to the baby while she, like, runs her fingers through his hair, and giggle and coo at each other while they put away baby clothes and turn our room into a nursery with stupid little clouds and rainbows all over the walls, and she won’t even notice me except when I’m getting in the way and stressing her out…” 
 
    I folded my lips inward as his monologue continued. Rahm talked about his time in foster care even less than he talked about his time with Daniel, but I was starting to suspect this might not be his first new baby, and that the last time might have ended with him being shuffled off to a new home, and this was suddenly blinding him to the fact that he had achieved every orphan’s dream—his mother coming back for him.  
 
    “She’s not going to rehome you,” I blurted out. “You’re hers. For keeps.” 
 
    “But I’m not his,” Rahm said. “Not even the way Remi is. Do you think he’s really going to want me around with this face? I look just like her dead husband. That’s weird.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to assure him that was absurd. Diego had never even seen a picture of his father to know how much he looked like him, but suddenly all I could think about was what my own father had done with all the pictures of my mother that used to hang around our house, but which Marilyn Finch had certainly made him take down, and I couldn’t really blame her because who would want to be reminded of their utter inferiority every time they walked in their fiancé’s house, and was that another reason my dad had let me walk out of his life without a fight?  
 
    “See?” Rahm glanced over his still turned shoulder. “You know I’m right.” 
 
    “No,” I said, but without much conviction. “Diego won’t be like that. If anything, he’ll just be super annoying about trying to make you feel wanted.” 
 
    “Well, he can’t.” Rahm’s voice cracked. “Because I’m not, and that’s fine, that’s right, they’re right, and that idiot Dash is wrong, and—” 
 
    “Dash?” I scrunched up my nose, partially from confusion but partially because I suddenly smelled burning plastic. “What does Dash have—Rahm, what is that smell?” 
 
    Rahm yelped. His right arm snapped back, elbow catching me square in the nose as he flung the melting bear across the room. I heard it hit the wall but couldn’t see because of the stars dancing behind my eyes. Warm liquid poured over my lip. Instinctively, I tilted my head back and pulled my shirt up to cover the lower half of my face, but even though the fabric and the blood and the pain, the stench of burnt plastic turned my stomach.  
 
    The clock chimed Pisces-Pisces.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes a crack and saw Rahm’s right hand hovering in front of his face, bits of black plastic clinging to his bright red palm and fingers. “You see,” he said in a dull monotone. “There’s nothing anyone can make that I can’t destroy.” 
 
    “Thorry about your bear, but liddle help here?” I whined, pinching my swelling nose. 
 
    Rahm started to glare at me, but his eyes widened with horror at the sight of all the blood. Then he ran to the kitchen counter, swearing and apologizing with every breath as he ripped paper towels off the roll and opened the freezer. He returned to my side, handing me several continues feet of paper towel and a package of frozen crinkle fries. 
 
    “Did I break it?” he whimpered, and when I lowered the shirt to replace it with the towels, he recoiled. “I broke it.” 
 
    I glared at him over the package of fries as I pressed it on top of the paper towels, but his face was so white and stricken that I couldn’t maintain the expression or the feeling behind it. “Ith fine,” I sighed. “I’ll go thee Petrovith tomorrow.” 
 
    “We should go now,” Rahm said, nodding vigorously. “No. Wait. The cold will dry you out and make it worse. I’ll go get her. Wait right there.” 
 
    “Thath not nethethary,” I said, blood trickling over my lips and down the back of my nose. Petrovich still didn’t like me much because she thought only true healers should be in her class, not drifters, and if I disturbed her now for something so silly, I’d pay for it later. 
 
    Rahm ignored me and went back to the kitchen area. I heard the familiar leather creak of Castle’s jacket being shrugged onto shoulders. She’d left it hanging on her chair when she peaced out after dropping the bomb, presumably because her plans with Victoria did not involve going outdoors. Then he was back in my line of vision, leaning against the wall beside the blue and gold handprint while he tugged on his wet socks and muddy converse. 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes. There was no stopping him. If he couldn’t find Madam Petrovich or one of her helpers, then he’d probably go all the way to Paris just to bring Remi home to fix my nose. A lump rose in my throat, forcing me to cough blood into the paper towels. My dad was a jerk, and my boyfriend was a dud, but my cousin was the best big brother. I lifted the package of fries to tell him so. 
 
    “What the—?” Rahm finished with an extremely colorful curse. “I couldn’t have done that on purpose if I tried a million times!” 
 
    “Done what?” I sat up straight, pressing the towels tightly to my stuffy nostrils.  
 
    “That!” Rahm pointed at the center of the handprint, banging the side of his hand against the wall in the process. The lights flickered. 
 
    “What is it?” I leaned forward, squinting. I could just barely make out a dark black smudge in the center of the palm.  
 
    “Part of my bear! It must have bounced off.” Rahm’s eyes roved the wooden floor, and though he was doing a remarkable job holding it together on account of nose, I knew losing the bear would be a gutting blow.  
 
    “I’ll look for it,” I said, scooting to the edge of the couch. “It can’t have gone far.” 
 
    Rahm sighed and shoved his fingers into his floppy hair. “No. I will. You just sit there and try not to…” He faltered and then mumbled, “Try not to bleed to death.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I sniffled. “You don’t even need to go.” 
 
    “Stay!” Rahm pointed at the couch, and then he slapped his palm onto the print.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Rahm frowned and tried again. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    And again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Huh.” His frown deepened as he picked at the black smudge. He looked around the floor again. “You don’t think…?” 
 
    I rose and wobbled over to the wall, touching my fingertips to the sticky black strings interrupting the golden palmistry lines. They didn’t really seem like they were attached to a solid mass, but it was possible, I supposed, that the toy had wedged itself in the magical space between this handprint and the other. Possible, but not entirely plausible.  
 
    “Maybe try washing your hand?” I suggested, peeling one of the plastic clots away. “I think the residue must be interfering with its ability to read you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rahm said, picking at another string. “Maybe.” 
 
    I continued working on the plastic while he went to the sink. By the time he turned the water off, I had cleared the print, but seeing how my hands were covered in blood, there didn’t seem to be any point in me giving it a try. I stepped aside as he marched back over, wiping his hands on his white T-shirt. He gave them a shake that turned into a full-body wiggle like he was loosening up before a game.  
 
    He lined his clean right palm up with the print, and I saw the subtle movement of his wrist as he pressed the heel of his hand in. I held my breath, waiting for him to disappear, even though I didn’t really want him to. The bleeding had stopped, and it didn’t really hurt that much. If it were crooked, I could just have Petrovich pop it back into place tomorrow. 
 
    But Rahm didn’t disappear.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” he growled, slapping the print. “Just let me out.” 
 
    It did not. 
 
    “Hey!” Rahm slapped it again. “I said let me out!” 
 
    An uneasy feeling began swirling in my stomach. True, we’d both been preemptively treated for claustrophobia to keep us chill about the lack of doors and windows, but I was suddenly pretty sure that only worked because we trusted the handprint to get us out. And if I was freaking out… 
 
    “Let me out!” Rahm screamed, pounding his fist on the wall. “And give me back my bear while you’re at it! This isn’t funny!” 
 
    “It’s not trying to prank you,” I said, tugging on his left arm. “Let’s just go to bed. Castle can call Wallace to fix it when she gets back tomorrow.” 
 
    “How?!” Rahm howled. “If we can’t get out, she can’t get in!” 
 
    “Right, and then she’ll call Wallace—” 
 
    “No! I can’t sleep like this!” Rahm shoved both hands into his hair, pulling it straight up until his eyes were stretched wide. They darted around the room until they landed on an air vent in the ceiling. “There. You can crawl out and get Grampa Henry yourself.”  
 
    “First of all, I’m not twelve inches wide and six inches deep, so just no. But even if I were, or could magically make myself so, we have no idea where that even goes. We don’t even know for sure where we are. But we do know we have food and water, and someone will be looking for us in the morning, so let’s just take a deep—” 
 
    “LET ME OUT!” Rahm thundered, rearing back his right hand. “RIGHT NOW.” 
 
    He slammed his palm onto the print. The lights went out, but the darkness lasted only a heartbeat. Bright blue flames exploded from each of Rahm’s fingers and raced up the wall like upside down lightning bolts. We both screamed. Rahm leaped backward, shoving me behind him, and luckily this time, he wasn’t on fire, but the five streams shooting from the handprints’ fingers were quickly fanning out into a single blue wave that filled the living room like the flashing lights of a police car. 
 
    Rahm turned and tossed me over his shoulder, carrying me away from his homemade disaster movie. I fought to get both hands free so I could attempt the water spell—which had eluded me in all of my training with Braden—but the deadly flames were already spreading onto the floor and ceiling and rounding the corners onto the two adjacent walls, and I couldn’t even remember if it was three wrings or four.  
 
    Rahm dropped me at the bathroom door and shoved me inside. “Turn the faucets on!” 
 
    “It has to be magic!” I shouted as he disappeared toward the kitchen.  
 
    “It is!” he screamed over the roar of the fire. “Knudsen says—” He coughed raggedly. “Just turn them on and get in the tub!” 
 
    “Not without you!” I stepped out of the bathroom, reaching blindly into the smoky blue haze rapidly swallowing everything. “Come on!” 
 
    He stumbled up against my side, pushing me back into the darkroom, but this time he followed me in. I threw back the curtain, climbed into the clawfoot tub, and twisted the knob, screaming as ice cold water instantly sprayed all over my body because I’d forgotten to push the shower button down when I was here a mere fifteen minutes ago. Blue-tinged smoke billowed in at us. Rahm slammed the door, pitching us into total darkness. 
 
    “Rahm!” I screamed. “What do we do!?” 
 
    He reached in and snatched the heavy wet towel off my shoulders. “Spray the door!”  
 
    I ripped the shower nozzle off its hook and aimed it in the direction of the door while, by the sound of it, Rahm shoved the towel up against the crack at the bottom. A moment later, I heard something plunk into the toilet, and then it flushed.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked between coughs. Nothing could keep the smoke from seeping around the door’s edges.  
 
    “Overflowing the toilet!” He clambered over the tub’s high contoured rim. “On purpose for a change.”  
 
    I laughed, but it turned into another cough and then a sob. We were going to die here. The water might stop the fire when it reached us, but it wouldn’t stop the smoke. Rahm’s hands found my shoulders, then felt along my arm until he found my hand and took the nozzle. His other hand pushed me gently but firmly down into the basin, but my feet slipped, and I fell on all fours. My ring pinged sharply on the porcelain.  
 
    “Rahm,” I whispered. “Take your ring off.” 
 
    “What?” he choked out. “Why?” 
 
    “So we can leave,” I said, twisting the silver band off my finger. I dropped it with another ping, and a second later, Rahm’s fell with a sharp echo.  
 
    Hoisting myself over the edge of the tub, I landed in cold water up to my ankles. I splashed toward the thin blue rectangle of light that marked the door. I’d never done this without a wand, but mine was currently locked in a box in Wallace’s office along with Rahm’s because first-years weren’t allowed to have them. He might be very sorry he upheld that rule come morning, but maybe… 
 
    “Meena!” Rahm cried. “Get away from there!” 
 
    I aimed my index finger at the door, pretending it was my wand and channeling all of my hot buzzing magic toward that single point. Best case, it worked. Worse case, I blew the door up and we died. No pressure.  
 
    “Meena, please!” he moaned. “If it touches you—”  
 
    “Quiet!” I rasped. “I’m getting us out of here!”  
 
    Closing my eyes, I visualized the door into Wallace’s office and swished the door-opening pattern into the smoke gathering all around me. But my magic bounced back into my finger with a shocking jolt. Either this apartment was too protected for our own good, or his office was. I tried again, visualizing the next doorway that popped into my head, the one leading into the ballroom. But the same thing happened. I swore. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Rahm croaked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m trying to make a door, but—” I coughed. “—it’s not working. I tried the ballroom, I tried Wallace…” 
 
    “Try off campus,” Rahm said. “Every door on campus is bound to be warded out the wazoo, Meena.”  
 
    “But I got into the dungeon—” 
 
    “That was a trap!” Rahm coughed. “Try somewhere else!” 
 
    I took a deep breath—big mistake—and tried to visualize the dining room doorway back home, the same doorway I’d used the night Remi and I broke into the dungeon.  
 
    “Wait!” Rahm shouted. “We can’t scare Mom! Try the Gladwells’ house! Find Castle! She can get us back to Wallace!” 
 
    I abruptly shifted the image in my mind to what I could remember of my single visit to the Gladwells’ mansion. That was where Dan abandoned me. That was where I met Rahm and Remi. All in the same stark black bathroom. But the bathroom door opened into a bedroom, and who knew what I might walk in on. That place was crawling with feline shifters now, and this might be a gross stereotype, but judging from Laith, Victoria, and Diego they were always down to… get frisky.  
 
    Instead, I pictured the downstairs foyer tucked between the two wings of the garage where Mr. Gladwell had once kept his fancy cars. The front door had been off its hinges when Daniel and I entered, and I was sure it had been replaced with something different, but that didn’t matter so much as what was on the other side. I gathered my magic and swished my finger again, imagining the wide wooden staircase flanked by two stone wolves… 
 
    “Holy shift!” Rahm whooped. “Meena, you genius!” 
 
    I opened my eyes to a dimly lit version of the room I’d just envisioned. Water gushed from the bathroom into the foyer, soaking the ornate rug lying between us and the magnificent stairway. Rahm clattered over the side of the tub and wrapped his arm around my waist, planting a kiss on the side of my face as he dragged me into the fresh air.  
 
    We both collapsed onto the foot of the stairs, between the two viciously snarling wolf statues. I’d remembered them howling peacefully, but I guess that was close enough, although on closer inspection, I realized the one looming above me now was actually a black bear and not a wolf at all.  
 
    “Close it!” Rahm urged. “We can’t let the sunfire in!” 
 
    Dazed, I rolled over into a sitting position and watched the water and smoke pouring through the open door. Rahm shimmied farther up the stairs, kicking off his ruined converse as he went. I scooted up a few steps too, dragging my bare feet out of the cold toilet water. Rahm nudged my arm with one smelly socked foot. 
 
    “Meena! What are you waiting for? Close it!” 
 
    I didn’t know what I was waiting for. I felt very… unmoored. As if I were an astronaut floating off into space and closing that door would mean never getting back on my rocketship. My head felt as thick and fuzzy as it had felt on the cliff with Remi that day, only my mouth tasted like bile and smoke, not wine and honey. But Rahm was right. If the sunfire ate the bathroom door, it would ignite this room too.  
 
    I gave the opening a dismissive wave, and that was all it took. The bathroom vanished, and we were looking at a heavy wooden door with a beautiful stained-glass window featuring what looked like some sort of medieval family crest with a two-headed creature in the center—one head with pointy wolf ears, and the other with rounded bear ears. Remi’s family crest then. That was quick. 
 
    “Castle’s going to kill me,” Rahm whispered. “You go find her. I’m gonna go join the magical witness protection program.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. Now that we’re alive, I’m going to kill you,” I growled, rolling over onto my hands and knees to crawl up the few steps between us. I felt so weirdly lightheaded I was sure if I stood up, I’d fall straight down to the flooded foyer floor.  
 
    “Go ahead.” Rahm flopped over onto his back, exposing his throat. “I deserve it.” 
 
    I leaned over, baring my useless human teeth in his face until I suddenly realized I wasn’t in the mood to tease him. None of this would have happened if he hadn’t already believed he deserved for someone to rip his throat out. I slumped onto his chest, wrapping my arm tightly around his waist. My throat was too raw to cry, but my shoulders shook anyway. He closed his long arms around me, one hand cradling the back of my head as he whimpered desperate apologies into my sopping hair.  
 
    A light flashed on, bright enough to be seen through my tightly scrunched eyelid. I peeled my wet cheek off Rahm’s leather jacket and blinked up at the blazing crystal chandelier hanging several stories overhead and lighting up an array of stained glasses windows on the wall above the door. I didn’t remember any of that being there in November, but no one could accuse my cousin of not knowing how to spend money.  
 
    “What’s all this, then?” a deep rumbling voice demanded from above, and then pitched higher as the speaker cried, “Hey now! No snoggin’ on me stairs!” 
 
    “Ew!” Rahm shoved me away, but I didn’t blame him because, uh, my sentiments exactly. He latched onto the left-hand banister to pull himself upright while I simply crouched in the center of the stairway, still feeling as though I might fall. 
 
    “‘Splain yourselves!” the voice demanded. “You students?” 
 
    Rahm squeaked. His knees thudded on the steps. I lifted my spinning head.  
 
    A young man stood in the landing between the living and dining rooms, his enormous breadth nearly blotting out the view of the next set of stairs rising up behind him. He was kind of short, but otherwise built like an offensive lineman. His wide belly jiggled under his tight black T-shirt as he came down the first few steps, tremendous biceps straining the flimsy little sleeves. “Don’t move. How’d you get in here?”  
 
    His right hand clutched a small, furry, dark gray creature to a white cloth draped over that shoulder. He stretched his left hand out in front of him, swinging a small cylindrical object back and forth between our faces like a cop wielding a flashlight. But the object was dripping white liquid onto the steps. A bottle.  
 
    I glanced at Rahm, and that’s when my stomach did that thing again like I was waiting for a coaster to drop. His left hand clung to the railing even though he was on his knees. His right hand clutched his chest. His mouth hung open beneath his mustache, and his green eyes held an expression of what could only be described as joyful terror.  
 
    “Answer me!” the boy roared, shaking his fist and splattering milk everywhere. “Don’t make me wake me mum!” 
 
    The little furball released a high-pitched shriek and began tearing at the cloth with all four tiny, clawed paws. The puppy’s tail jutted stiffly between the boy’s fingers where he cradled its rump. He groaned and dropped the tiny bottle into the pocket of his pajama bottoms, which were printed all over with tiny bears. He glowered down at us while his left hand ever so carefully cupped the puppy’s churning shoulders.  
 
    “Shh, shh, shh. It’s alright, Dice.” He gently bounced the squirming, squealing puppy, nuzzling his round cheek between its tiny half-erect ears. “Daddy’s got you. He won’t let the naughty students hurt you.”  
 
    A yellow trickle appeared on the white cloth.  
 
    “Argh!” The boy’s dark brown eyes flashed with anger in our direction. “Now look what you made ‘im do! State your business, or see what you make me do!” 
 
    Rahm’s trembling right hand drifted away from his chest to point at the boy’s face. He shook his head, but a deranged sort of smile was overtaking his lips. “You… you can’t… you’re… you’re dead.” 
 
    “I ain’t dead!” the boy bellowed, stomping one foot so the whole stairway shook. “Are you threatening me? You come in my house and threaten me? I oughta—” 
 
    His left hand snapped away from the puppy. Five obsidian claws whizzed past Rahm’s face without touching him and came to a stop in front of mine. I recoiled, sliding backward down several steps. My heart pounded in every single part of my body. Terrified bile burned my singed throat as the impossible truth sank in. I’d seen this boy before. 
 
    But he wasn’t sixteen anymore. His nose and ears fit his blocky head, and his chin had finished squaring beneath a patchy shadow of whiskers. The mop of dark curly hair he’d been sporting that night in the crypt beneath Gladwell had been traded for a military high and tight that had grown out just enough on top to show the curls were still present. And he was anything but translucent. I’d say he was about two hundred pounds more opaque. 
 
    The scrabbling puppy stretched out its neck and let out a tiny, ragged howl that stopped the earth on its axis, time in its tracks. From the corner of my eye, I saw Rahm’s jaw tilt upward, his lips form a silent ‘o’ as if compelled to answer by forces beyond his control.  
 
    Isaak cocked his head, a curious expression overtaking the fury on his face. He took a step closer, protectively shifting his bulk so the wolf cub was as far away from us as possible. I held my breath as the claws drifted back toward Rahm, and Rahm once again exposed his throat in submission. This time for real though. 
 
    Isaak ran the tip of a single claw down Rahm’s perfectly angled jaw, leaving a thin red line through his stubble. When he reached Rahm’s chin, he pressed the blunt curve of his claw underneath it, tipping Rahm’s head back even more. He peered down his nose, dark brows furrowing with extreme consternation. And then he said: 
 
    “Why the ‘ell do you look like me wife?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    END OF EPISODE FIVE 
 
      
 
    NEXT: Season 2 - Episode Two: Witch Hunt 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    More from Marisa Claire’s Veiled World Universe: 
 
    [image: A person posing with a wolf  Description automatically generated with medium confidence] 
 
    Academy of Shifters (Veiled World) 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The Winter Sacrifice (Veiled World) 
 
     
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Blood Dawn (Veiled World) 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Thank you for reading Broken Wand Academy: Misplaced Reality. If you enjoyed reading this book, please remember to leave a review on Amazon. Positive reviews are the best way to thank an author for writing a book you loved. When a book has a lot of reviews, Amazon will show that book to more potential readers. The review doesn’t have to be long—one or two sentences are just fine! We read all our reviews and appreciate each one of them! 
 
      
 
    www.tormentpublishing.com 
 
    

  

 
   
    Acknowledgements: 
 
    Special thanks to Torment Publishing! Without you this book would not have happened. I love you guys. 
 
    Thanks to all the early readers and the support of my fans. 
 
    Thanks to my family for their support! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Credits: 
 
    Chase Night – Editor 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
MARISA CLAIRE

BROKEN WAND
EMY

SEASON TWO
EPISODE [: MISPLACED REALITY





images/00002.jpeg
TORMEN]PUBLISHING





images/00001.gif
BRO WAND
AC%EMY





images/00004.jpeg
WEREWOLVES 101
BOOK |





images/00003.jpeg
\
\[ I
P %NFR J ~ BERNSTEIN

MARISA CLAIRE

SEASON TWO
EPISODE 2: WITCH HUNT





images/00006.jpeg
&

MARISA CLAIRE

Y

REBIRTH OF VAMPIRES: BOOK 1





images/00005.jpeg
MARISA CLAIRE.

SACRIHCE

RISE OF THE DARK FAE: BOOK ONE





