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      Lily Luchesi’s Paranormal Detectives Series has it all; action, mystery, mayhem, heart and a compelling cast. Each book is entertaining and emotional, filled with a delicious blend of darkness, sass and salvation. - The Adventures of SacaKat
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      Ligabis: binds opponent’s legs together.

      Artaith: illegal torture curse; causes extreme pain, invented by Robert Mor Munro.

      Imputresco: illegal curse, causes enemies to decay rapidly, invented by Robert Mor Munro.

      Caedas: Bleeding Curse, invented by Salem Sinclair.

      Ignis: sets fire to whatever it’s aimed at.

      Plaga reparo: heals minor wounds.

      Imperium: expels pure soul energy, only used by members of Clan Munro.

      Volant: makes opponent or object fly a wide distance.

      Stabilis: steadies people and objects; can be used offensively.

      Dimoveo: removes liquid and solids from their containers, useful for cleaning wounds.

      Evanescet: makes liquids disappear.

      Argentum ferrum: creates silver blades. Useful against many creatures.

      Praemium maleum/Praelium: sends dark energy as an attack. Only used by members of Clan Munro.

      Rescarcio: fixes most broken objects.

      Rado: cleans up spills.

      Vestigo: tracking spell.

      Flecto: bends even the most stubborn objects.

      Lux: creates light like a torch.

      Sol: increases the effect of "lux".

      Praetrunco: severs flesh, fabric, and other solids.

      Sufflatus: blows up objects.

      Flammo: creates wall of flames.

      Ausculto amplifico: enhances one’s hearing at a distance.

      Detineo: freezes opponent temporarily.
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      Music speaks to the soul, even the souls of characters who don’t, technically, exist in the real world. For this playlist, I had been building it since before The Coven Princess was even released. My initial plan was to make TCP be Salem’s story, and that just didn’t happen. So now you have his story, and his heartbreaking playlist.
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      There are moments in every teenage girl’s life they will remember forever: their first kiss, their first breakup, the first time they cast a spell. Not every moment is pleasant, but they all leave an indelible mark on their soul for the rest of their lives.

      Some of those marks are actually scars. Because the moments that will shape a girl for the rest of her life are often painful and they cut deep as a blade.

      Nineteen-year-old Coven Princess Harley Sinclair would remember this day as the one that gave her the deepest scar of all.

      She had been celebrating the birthday of her younger half-brother, Nick Smith. Nick had just been given a motorcycle by Caelum Lynx, Harley’s boyfriend and Nick’s self-appointed godfather. Nick’s boyfriend, Roger Ainsley, was not having it.

      “No way. I don’t want my boyfriend to become roadkill!” he insisted.

      Harley chuckled as Nick practically danced around the bike. “It’s not that bad.”

      “When have you been on one?” Nick asked.

      “With Caelum.” She gestured to the shifter in question. He came behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist. Her heart double beat, knowing that none of them had known about the two of them. Now they would, and she was torn between pride and nervousness.

      “If your dour cousin says a motorcycle is okay, then you can believe it,” Caelum said to Roger. He kissed Harley’s neck and she melted into the touch.

      Nick was staring, wide-eyed. His mouth opened, closed, and opened again, but nothing came out.

      Roger nudged him. “Stop it. You look like a cod fish.”

      “But you hate him!” Nick cried.

      “There’s a fine line between love and hate, brother dear,” Harley replied, turning to kiss Caelum full on the lips.

      “Speaking of hating me,” Caelum said when he pulled away, “where’s your dad?”

      Harley’s father, Salem Sinclair, was the Coven King. He ran the entire UK Coven single handedly and had for nearly four years.

      Harley was about to reply when she heard her name being called.

      Mrs. Donahue was running toward her, her steel-coloured hair blowing out of its pristine bun. “Harley, oh dear! You need to come. Now. Something’s wrong.” Mrs. Frieda Donahue was eighty-five if she was a day, and was a high-ranking Coven Elder.

      “What is it?” she asked. “Mrs. Donahue, please calm down. What’s the matter?”

      “It’s Salem. He’s ill.” She clutched at her high frilly collar. “I was just in to pick up some papers he needed me to file and he was at his desk … in a swoon.”

      Harley felt like all the feeling had gone out of her body and if Caelum had not been holding her, she would have hit the floor.

      “He did wake, Madam Maysa is with him now,” Donahue continued.

      Maysa was an official Medic, trained in medicinal magic. She was almost as old as Donahue.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Caelum asked, seeing that Harley wasn’t able to speak at the moment.

      Donahue shook her head. “All I know is he was feverish and coughing. Miss Sinclair, you might want to—”

      “I know,” Harley said, her voice rougher than she had intended. She moved away from Caelum’s warm embrace and dashed toward the castle, her heart thumping in her throat.

      A little more than a year ago, Harley had found her father bloody and poisoned, mostly dead thanks to a Dark wizard named Robert Mor Munro. She had managed to create a cure for him, but it had been the most frightening moment of her life. Until now.

      Magicians were immune to most human maladies, and she didn’t know of any magical illness that could have caused fever and coughing, save for Pixie Pox. And that was a disease that only affected children. Her father was already immune to it. So, what was this?

      It was no secret that the Sinclairs were disliked in the Coven. That summer, a necromancer had waged war on them, and it had nearly destroyed the Coven. What if someone had poisoned him?

      But that was silly. Salem was, above all, a master potioneer. The only person on Earth who was even close to his level of expertise was Harley. He could have detected any sort of poison before ingesting it.

      Harley felt her eyes fill with tears that she held back. Of course, perhaps because his mother had been an apprentice witch, which meant she was technically human, maybe he had caught something when he’d been in London two days ago. It wasn’t impossible. And it was the only string of hope she had to hold onto. Because human ailments were easy to cure.

      Inside the castle, she paused. Was he in the hospital wing, or was he in his chambers? She made a decision and went to his private quarters. Salem was a private person, he’d not want to be taken to the infirmary and cause others to see him weak.

      Harley had inherited that from him.

      His office door was wide open, as was the secret door that led to his living quarters. Harley sensed Maysa’s magical signature and followed it through the sitting room and into the bedchamber.

      Madam Maysa, a short, thin woman who wore native robes from her original Coven in Afghanistan, was bent over Salem’s prostrate form.

      Salem lay in the bed, his face even more pale than usual, with dark circles under his eyes. His chest rose and fell with the sound of his laboured breathing. It sounded like his lungs were filling up with water.

      “Father!” Harley cried, losing whatever molecule of composure she had retained at the sight of him. She dashed across the room and knelt at his side. “Oh my God,” she said, more to herself than to him. She reached and took his hand and promptly dropped it. He was burning up. It wasn’t normal. If he had been a shapeshifter, perhaps. But not for a magician.

      With effort, he turned to look at her. His eyes were bloodshot. “Little one … you should not be here.” His voice sounded like he had a sore throat.

      “Of course I should: you never left my side when I was ill.” She looked up at Maysa and asked, “What’s wrong with him?”

      The old woman took a moment to speak. “I have been testing him with all the spells I know. And I am afraid … it looks like poison.”

      “But how?” Harley asked. “What sort? You know I can make any antidote you might require.”

      “I do not know how,” she replied. “Only he can tell me, and as you can see, he’s barely conscious. What sort, that is limited. Before you burst into the room, he was physically ill. I transported what he sicked up to my office to analyse. But it was brightly coloured. So it had to be from a plant or plant powder mix.”

      Harley paused, recalling something. “When we were in London, the Zookeeper, the insane man who had trapped all those creatures and kidnapped Caelum? He had something, a ball of powder. I thought it was a bath bomb, but no one uses a bath bomb as a weapon, no matter how mental they are…”

      “What colour was it?” Maysa asked her.

      “Purple. With flecks of white,” she replied. “You said he vomited? Monkshood is purple and causes vomiting, and the little bit he inhaled would have taken time to get into his system.” Harley’s analytical brain was kicking in. “But what was the white?”

      “There are too many to list, but there is a very general poison cure we can create,” Maysa said. “I trust you can go to the castle’s Brewing laboratory? Salem would have the recipe.”

      “Of course. He taught it to me,” Harley said, getting up quickly. She brushed her father’s hand softly. “Don’t worry, I’m going to make you better, I promise.”

      She left the room and dashed down three flights of stairs and made it to the main floor. Once she hit the foyer, she hooked a right and approached the dungeon door. Most brewing labs were underground because ingredients were delicate and required storage in a cool, dry place. Dungeons were a natural solution, and of course the castle had already had one when the Coven had first settled there in the sixteenth century.

      It was intimidating for some of the younger students, especially apprentices, to go down there the first few times, but never for Harley. From the moment she arrived in the Coven, she had found solace and comfort inside the underground stone room. Most of her free time was spent with Salem, learning and brewing down there.

      She descended the winding stone staircase as quick as she could. As she opened the Brewing classroom door, she was hit with the smells that reminded her of her secondary school days, of her friends, and her father.

      I’m not going to let you die, she promised silently as she stood behind the cauldron that the teacher used, as opposed to the smaller ones lined up for students. Salem hadn’t taught Brewing for four years since he became King, but to Harley and many others her age and a little older, this would always be his classroom.

      Poisons rarely had the same antidote, but without knowing just what the white powder was, potioneers had created a very basic remedy to most natural poisons. It wouldn’t work on animal venom, but anything floral or fungi could usually be cured with it. There were other small caveats, but nothing that should prevent it from healing Salem.

      She filled the cauldron with spring water and quickly gathered the ingredients required. Bezoar, mint leaves, preserved mandrake roots, raw honey, lavender oil, calendula, and Pege hair.

      The bezoar was chopped and then finely ground, put into the water first. As it boiled, she shredded the mint leaves and the mandrake roots before crushing them in the mortar as she had the bezoar. She then added those, and poured in the proper measure of the raw honey. The Pege hair came next, and it needed nothing done to it, just placed in the cauldron. The calendula was next, and she picked off exactly thirteen petals and placed them, whole, in the cauldron. Finally, five drops of the pure lavender extract.

      The potion didn’t take long to brew, and Harley stirred patiently as she waited for it to come to a full boil. She returned the heat to ‘medium’, and kept stirring clockwise and counter-clockwise, switching every five stirs, until the potion had turned a translucent silver with threads of purple and gold running through it.

      Few people could understand how it was that she was so calm and patient while brewing, while at the same moment her father was languishing with a system full of poison a few floors above her. But brewing had been her safe space. Had been where she could shut down all emotion and concentrate solely on the ingredients in the cauldron in front of her. It helped to centre her when she felt like she was flying away in twenty different directions at once.

      The only other thing that gave her that feeling of peace was being in Caelum Lynx’s arms.

      Carefully, so as not to spill any, she ladled the potion into a silver flask and put it in her dress pocket. She turned on her heel and ran back upstairs, hoping that she was not too late.

      Salem still lay there, silent and pale. His breath was wheezing, and it didn’t sound like the flu or pneumonia. When Caelum had been kidnapped, the people who took him had injected him with a new strain of influenza as well as pneumonia. Harley could clearly recall how he sounded. Salem sounded worse, and that made her stomach feel like dryadali had set up camp inside of her. The potion she had made to heal Caelum wouldn’t work on her father.

      Not waiting for Madam Maysa, she pushed past the Medic and bent down at her father’s side. As gentle as she could be, she lifted his head up so that he could drink the potion.

      As she held the flask to his lips, she felt her resolve and control falter as her hand trembled. A fearful sob escaped her throat and she knew she was about to spill the potion, thus wasting it and whatever time Salem had left.

      At that moment a hand cupped hers, holding it steady and saving the potion, while an arm wrapped around her shoulders.

      “It’s okay, Princess, I’ve got you,” Caelum whispered.

      Her first thought was to wonder how it was that he was always there when she needed him. Her second was that, if Salem was well, he’d hex Caelum silly for being in his personal chambers without invitation.

      The two men had grown up together, and the only reason Caelum was still in his early twenties was because he had been murdered and brought back to life earlier that spring. They’d hated each other until just two days ago, when they’d agreed to a sort of truce because Harley was dating the shifter.

      Caelum held Harley steady and helped her get Salem to drink the potion, and she was more grateful for him than she could ever articulate. Once he’d been forced to drink the entire flask, Harley felt whatever was left of her energy flag and she leaned heavily against Caelum.

      He helped her up and held her tightly to him while she trembled and gripped his maroon cloak in her fists. “What now?” he asked Madam Maysa.

      “Now we wait. This cure takes up to fifteen minutes to work,” she said.

      “And if it doesn’t?” he asked, his hand rubbing Harley’s back.

      Maysa sighed. “Then we must try to figure out what the white substance was and why the traditional cure doesn’t work for the King.”

      “How?” Harley asked. The poisons had been working for two days in his body. They didn’t have a lot of time.

      It was now she recalled, after he had inhaled the powder, that he had been coughing and unable to hold the Zookeeper still. Caelum had had to help him. It hadn’t seemed odd at the time, but now she knew it was a tell-tale sign that something wasn’t right. Something that she missed completely.

      “Draw his blood. If we can filter it through a poison detection parchment we can see what it is,” Maysa said.

      “Then I’ll do it now,” Harley said. “I don’t want to wait fifteen minutes. That might be too late.”

      “If someone tells me what this parchment is, I’ll get it and bring it here,” Caelum offered.

      “Detection parchment is a Medic’s tool,” Maysa explained. “It’s a thin sheet of parchment, see through and quite fragile. When any liquid is filtered through it, it will reveal if there is any sort of poison in said liquid once a spell is spoken over it.”

      “And you’ve got some, I assume?” Caelum asked.

      “In a drawer in the infirmary,” she replied.

      He no sooner heard that and he was off, surprisingly swift and lithe for someone so tall.

      “It’s locked, he can’t get in!” Maysa said, alarmed.

      “You weren’t the head Medic when they were students, were you?” Harley asked with a small smile. “Locks and rules are two things that mean absolutely nothing to Caelum Lynx. Hand me that water glass, please.”

      Madam Maysa did as she asked without question and Harley held the glass in one hand. She waved the palm of the other over the top and said, “Evanescet.” It made the water inside vanish. She rolled Salem’s shirtsleeve up, revealing his pale forearm. The veins were starkly blue against his sun-starved skin and it was easy to sever one.

      “Caedas,” she cast. It was the Bleeding Curse, a spell that Salem had created when he was seventeen and that their bloodline, Clan Munro, had perfected. It was Dark magic, but had been used for good more than evil in recent years.

      The skin severed, bringing viscous red blood to the surface. “Volant,” Harley cast, and a river of blood floated up and into the glass. When she was certain that she had drawn enough blood, she put the glass down next to her and healed his wound.

      At that moment, Caelum returned, carrying a sheet of thin, semi-transparent black parchment. Without words, he handed it to Harley. His eyes moved from her to Salem, obviously wondering how much longer they had.

      “Thank you,” Harley said to him. She stood up from his bedside and moved a few things from the nightstand: a heavily notated Brewing textbook and fountain pen, a half-burnt candlestick, a framed photograph of Daphne, Harley’s mother, and one of Harley at her graduation ceremony from the Coven’s school.

      She spread the parchment on the surface and reached for the glass of blood. She poured the entire thing over the parchment and began to use magic to spread it over, running the magic over the blood multiple times until it fully saturated the parchment as she repeated the spell over and over. “Venenum revelare.”

      Once the parchment had soaked up all of the blood, it began to gather in the centre. Harley watched, with Caelum peering over her shoulder, as a word began to form in vivid red: “Apocynaceae.”

      “Is … is it broken?” Caelum asked. “I don’t even think that’s a word.”

      “It’s a family of plants. They’re known as dogbane because they were once used to poison dogs,” Harley said. “But … if that’s the case, he should wake up in five minutes. The potion can cure any of the plants within that family.”

      Unless you brewed it wrong, her mind taunted her. It did that sometimes, reminded her that she wasn’t as talented or special as others might make her believe. It was one of the many drawbacks of having depression and anxiety.

      I brewed that potion perfectly, she said, trying to push the irrational part of her mind back. Something else is going on if he doesn’t wake.

      She moved back and crossed her arms tightly around her middle, almost as if she was trying to subconsciously hug herself and get comfort. Caelum moved closer and put his arms around her, over her own. Harley revelled in his comfort, wishing that she didn’t need it so damn often. It had only been two days since they had taken down the organisation known as The Zoo. She had barely had a chance to breathe.

      “Madam Maysa, what if…” She couldn’t say it.

      “If it doesn’t work?” she asked. “Then we have to find out why. It could be something in his past, some abnormality within his physiology.”

      “How the Hell am I supposed to do that?” Harley asked, forgetting her manners.

      “There’s a way, but it’s complicated. Mrs. Donahue can show you,” Maysa said.

      “And how long will it take? How long … how long does he have?” she asked. She could hear the desperate edge in her voice and hated it. She hated always being unable to control anything that happened in her life. Sure, she pretended to, but she was always a victim of fate, ever since she was conceived, and she despised it.

      “Five hours, give or take, and this shouldn’t take that long,” the Medic replied. She checked her pocket watch. “You have three minutes. I will go and fetch her.”

      It was obvious that the Medic did not believe that Salem would wake within three minutes any more than Harley did.

      Five hours. Salem only had five hours to live. Harley’s stomach roiled and she could feel her fingertips going numb from fear and worry. If not for Caelum, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stand.

      “We’re going to figure this out,” Caelum said softly. “I promise, I’m not going to let you do this alone. We’ll save Salem, you’ll see.”

      “How are you so bloody optimistic?” she asked, her voice barely a gasp as tears began to gather in her eyes.

      “Because once upon a time, I lived through actual Hell. Optimism and sarcasm are the only defences I have,” he replied. He turned her around to face him and held her face in his hand. “I believe in you, Princess. You can save him.”

      The three minutes ticked by, and there was no change in Salem. He was still sweating, feverish, and wheezing. Mrs. Donahue entered the sickroom then, looking a bit more put together than she had when she’d initially gotten Harley. She carried a long white candle with peculiar markings along the side.

      “Oh dear,” she muttered, looking at Salem as he lay there. Donahue was in her eighties, she had been Salem and Caelum’s teacher when they were children. “Madam Maysa told me you needed to see into the past, to see why he can’t be cured by the potion?”

      Harley nodded.

      “Then come with me. Both of you. But first you need something of his. A lock of hair will do,” she said.

      Harley turned toward her father and stepped up to his pillow. “Praetrunco,” she cast, and a lock of shiny ebony hair was severed into the palm of her hand.

      That done, the two of them followed Donahue down the castle stairs and into the courtyard. Harley noticed that the party had broken up, her brother and his friends were nowhere to be seen.

      Harley wasn’t a person who asked a lot of questions. She found that, more often than not, when you stayed silent, you got the answers you wanted without ever having to say a word aloud.

      As Donahue led them across the grounds, Harley saw where she was taking them: the Watchtower. The Watchtower was built before the magicians had made this their Coven, and was used during the First, Second, and Third Clan Wars to signal for help or exchange information with undercover magicians.

      It was also, apparently, haunted. Or so Harley had been told.

      When they reached the entrance, Donahue paused to catch her breath. “By now you might have heard that spirits inhabit this tower,” she said to the two of them, sounding as if she was about to give a Coven History lesson.

      Harley and Caelum nodded.

      “Technically, that is untrue. The reason you can hear, feel, and occasionally see spirits is because the Watchtower was built where the Veil is the thinnest. The Veil, so it is called, is what separates our plane from Heaven, Hell, and what some might call Purgatory,” she continued. “The spirits used to help guide magicians, and even humans when George Gordon was in charge, in times of trouble.

      “They can also assist in giving you something much more valuable than advice: they can give you memories. If you use the proper spell.”

      “Memories?” Harley asked. “If someone starts crying silver, I’m out of here.” The human pop culture reference flew over the heads of the other two.

      Donahue gave her a withering stare and said, “The memories of the spirits, Miss Sinclair. Essentially, they can allow you to literally see the past as if you were there. In this case,” she gestured to the lock of hair in Harley’s hand, “Salem’s past. Mr. Lynx, I wanted you to come with because you, too, can add your memories and give Harley a bigger picture than she’d otherwise get.”

      This was all interesting, and now Harley was finally understanding what Mrs. Donahue was telling her to do.

      “So, if I go into his past, I could discover why the potion didn’t work and come up with another remedy?” she said.

      “Precisely, Miss Sinclair.” Donahue gestured to the candle. “Burn the hair over the flame and recite this spell.” She handed the candle to Caelum and a slip of parchment to Harley with a spell scrawled onto it. “When you recite the first part, the spirits you need will come to you. When they are ready, you, Mr. Lynx, will throw your own hair on top of the flame as well. Miss Sinclair, you will recite the second half of the spell. And then you will be transported.”

      “What are those markings on the side of the candle?” Caleum asked.

      “It’s a clock candle,” Harley replied. “But instead of telling time, this one will mark the passage of years, not hours. Correct?”

      Donahue nodded. “You’re still one of my brightest students, Miss Sinclair. Now go, both of you. And I hope you get the answers you are looking for.” She placed a warm, shaking hand on Harley’s shoulder and began the trek back to the castle. Harley watched her go for a moment before turning back to the Watchtower.

      Without thinking about it, she threaded her fingers through Caelum’s. “Okay. Let’s go have a tête-à-tête with the dead.”

      The walk up there felt almost dreamlike. As if it wasn’t really happening. Yet when she got to the top of the tower, the wind bit into her skin and she knew that this was a frightening reality.

      “Okay, what do we do now?” Caelum asked.

      “I’ll do everything. Just add your hair when I tell you,” she said, placing the candle in the centre of the stone floor. “Ignis,” she cast, lighting the wick. She took out the paper Donahue had given her and began to recite, “Earth, bone, and winding sheet. Let this spirit come to me. Yet send it in peace or not at all.”

      The Watchtower began to get severely chilly, and a wind whipped around them, making the candle flame flicker and dance. On the other side of the candle a misty greenish white form began to take shape before her eyes, and she felt her heart began to hammer in her chest. It continued to take a human form, still unrecognisable as it began to shift and contort. Finally, her ghostly visitor was standing before her.

      “Hey, kid,” Draven said, smiling softly. “Long time no see.” He was whole, healthy, unharmed. No blood marred his clothes, no bones were broken in his neck. Even his scars seemed to be gone. Is it possible for one to look healthy in death?

      Words and feelings Harley had never consciously acknowledged came spilling forth, barely keeping tears at bay. He was her godfather, and he had died because he had saved her life.

      “I’m so sorry, Draven, you died protecting me from the wolf. Had I been faster, or surer of my magic, I’d have been able to stop it myself, but it was so close to you, I was afraid I would accidentally kill you. Had I only hurt it harder, quicker, you never would have died!”

      Draven’s eyes softened. “Oh, Harley, that wasn’t your fault. Werewolves had been trying to kill me for decades. One can’t outrun the inevitable. My death was no more your fault than it was my own. You would have been able to handle the wolf, but I couldn’t see it hurt you, so I interfered. No one is at fault for my death except for him.” His eyes narrowed. “Speaking of…”

      Harley put her head in her hands. Her one use of the Decaying Curse, a Dark, illegal curse. She’d tried to block it from her mind. “You’re dead, Draven, and you’re still going to lecture me?”

      “Actually I was going to thank you,” he corrected. “It takes a lot of love for someone to possibly damn their soul to avenge you, as you did for me.”

      “I had to,” she said quietly. “We’d turned over a new leaf. And then you were just gone.”

      Draven smiled at her. “Those rare moments you sound like your mother bring me more joy than you could ever know. I’m proud of the woman you became. I’ve been watching over you, we all have. You bring us a lot of happiness even when you don’t know we’re there. And believe me, someone’s always with you.” His eyes flicked over from her to Caelum.

      It was then she remembered: Caelum and Draven had dated. They’d been planning their wedding when Caelum had been killed. Harley turned to look at her boyfriend, whose golden eyes were wide and filled with unshed tears.

      “Just my luck: I die, and you come back to life,” Draven said loftily, but Harley could see tears in his eyes, too.

      “This can’t … I …” Caelum took a step forward, and must have realised that he couldn’t touch Draven. “I miss you.”

      “And I miss you. I missed you for years. Watching you die killed me, Kit. I knew I was going to outlive you, eventually, but I didn’t think it would be that soon,” Draven admitted.

      Kit? Harley thought. Must be a pet name.

      Caelum smiled at the nickname. “Do you hate me, Fangs?”

      Another one, Harley thought. I think I might be sick.

      Draven smiled and said, “Because you’re dating my goddaughter? No, I don’t hate you. It’s rather cute. After all, any happiness you can get, you have to hold tight to it. We know that from experience.” He smiled at Harley. “But now it seems that you need my help, and we should get on with it. And that means we need one more person, if we want to really get a good look into Salem’s past.” He turned to his left as another spirit began to take form next to him.

      This spirit Harley couldn’t remember meeting in life, but that didn’t make her any less recognisable. Dark red hair the colour of blood, she stood out from the dreary whitish shade of the spirits, smiling a smile Harley had seen many times in her own mirror.

      “Mum…” Harley felt her knees go weak.

      “Hello, my beautiful little girl. Not so little anymore, are you?” Daphne’s eyes — Nick’s eyes — were streaming with tears. “How I wish I could have been there for you as a mother should.”

      “I wish you had, too. All I ever wanted was to know you,” Harley said.

      Daphne, a few inches shorter than her daughter, walked closer. Harley felt the chill on her skin from the spirit. “You grew up so wonderfully.”

      “It was no small part because of Father,” Harley said.

      Daphne’s smile widened. “It was Hell waiting for him to wake up and tell you who he was. Proud, stubborn bastard he is. But you inherited the best thing about him: his loving heart. And that’s why we are going to help you save him.” Her eyes cut to Caelum. “And you, Lynx, had better take good care of her. Or I’ll haunt you.”

      That gave a little bit of levity to the situation as Harley and Draven laughed. Harley knelt down before the candle and looked up at her mother and godfather. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Caelum, add your hair after I add Father’s.”

      He nodded, not taking his eyes off of his fallen friends until she told him it was time. He used the same spell Harley had on Salem’s hair and dropped it over the candle flame.

      Harley then began the final spell: “I want to see the highest power, take me now in the past, right now at this hour bring me back at last!”
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      Thirty years ago…

      

      Ten-year-old Salem Sinclair stood at the edge of the castle, looking up in awe. He’d heard about coming to the Coven, the initial rite of passage in a young magician’s life, and now he was there. The age you began to attend the Coven’s school depended on your level of talent. Students as young as five could attend, though twelve was the average age of entrance.

      Salem was proud of being the only one of seven ten-year-olds admitted this year and couldn’t wait to meet the others and begin learning.

      He was boarding with a family who lived within the Coven borders, and one of the other ten-year-olds, Robert Ainsley, was going to be his roommate. Robert was late, so he hadn’t met him yet.

      But right then he was alone. A small, sallow boy with large black eyes, he was afraid of being bullied. And he hated being afraid. If his father knew, he’d whip him upside the head with the newspaper.

      Come on, he told himself. This is the least frightening thing in your life lately.

      “You nervous, too?” someone asked.

      Salem jumped, having not heard anyone approach. He turned to see who had spoken and came face to face with a girl. She was about his height with long, reddish hair and big, cornflower blue eyes. A few freckles dusted her nose, and her smile rivalled the sunlight.

      Salem found himself at a loss for anything to say as he looked at her, and a blush crept up his neck, to his cheeks.

      The girl wasn’t deterred by his silence or expression. She held a hand out. “I’m Daphne. What’s your name?”

      That kicked Salem into gear a little. He took her hand, smaller and much softer than his. “Salem. Pleasure to meet you … Daphne.”

      Daphne’s smile brightened even more. “Is it your first year, too?”

      He nodded.

      “Are you nervous? I’m nervous. Mother says I shouldn’t be, but I’m only ten,” Daphne continued, undeterred by his silence.

      “I — I’m ten, too,” Salem said. “And yes, I suppose I am nervous. A bit.” He realised he hadn’t yet let her hand go and dropped it like it burnt him.

      “Well, then, we’ll have to be friends. It’s not so scary with a friend, right?” she said. “Where do you live?”

      “With the Steins,” he said. “With a couple of older kids and another boy my age, but he came late. We haven’t met. You?”

      “My family lives in the Coven.” That made her smile falter a little. “The Frasers.”

      If Salem hadn’t been mildly terrified already, he was now. Clan Fraser was one of the two original Clans who had helped Queen Mary found the Coven in the sixteenth century. The Frasers were considered part of the Light.

      Clan Munro, the other Clan, was the Dark side. The Sinclairs were directly descended from Clan Munro, which meant that, as soon as Daphne found out what his last name was, she was going to hate him on principle.

      Way to go, loser, he thought. You haven’t had a friend for five minutes before you’ll be running her off.

      Daphne was still talking. “We’ve taken in students, of course. Three boys and a girl, all ten. I’m not sure if I like any of them yet. I’m used to being an only child. Do you have brothers and sisters?”

      “Um, no, I’m used to being alone, too,” Salem said. “But I should tell you … I don’t think you want to be my friend.”

      Daphne’s smile faltered then. “What? Why not? Don’t want to be friends with a girl?” She put her hands on her hips, almost challenging him.

      Salem held his hands out, almost defensive. “No, that’s not it! I’m … my surname is Sinclair.” He saw the recognition pass over her face and resigned himself to being left behind, unworthy of her presence.

      “So what?” she asked. “You didn’t walk away from me ’cos I’m a Fraser, did you? I don’t care that you’re Clan Munro. Do you care?”

      That was a good question. He hadn’t been raised to hate Clan Fraser, but he had been told to be wary of them, that they were untrustworthy and flighty. But Daphne didn’t seem like either of those things to him.

      “No, of course I don’t care,” he said.

      “See? We’re friends, then,” Daphne said confidently.

      Salem felt his face flame again under the wattage of her smile. He’d never had a friend before, not that he’d admit that to Daphne. It felt nice. And strange. Just as he was about to speak, he heard loud laughing and yelling behind him and before he knew it, he was sent sprawling, his knee banging against the stone steps.

      Daphne, too, was knocked down, but not as badly, as two boys barrelled through them, barely noticing what they’d done until a third boy called out to them.

      “Oi, that wasn’t nice, guys.”

      The boy who’d yelled was so pale that he made Salem look tan, with red-rimmed eyes and lank brown hair. He had a severe scar under his left eye and down his cheek. He was far too thin and shabbily dressed, but he looked apologetic.

      The two boys who had pushed them stood halfway up the steps, turned back now. One of them had swarthy skin and black hair that didn’t seem capable of staying flat. He was clad in a football club jersey and jeans.

      The other boy was a little bigger, with eerie golden eyes and coiffed, wavy brown hair. He was clad in an outfit at once too posh for a boy of ten. He was smirking amusedly.

      The first boy didn’t look at Salem. “I’m sorry, Fraser.”

      “Yeah,” the second said. “We thought you were two old biddies, just standing there talking.” He sized up Salem. “You must be a Sinclair.”

      “What about it?” he asked, puffing up and ready to defend his bloodline if this was someone else from Clan Fraser, ready to start trouble.

      “I’m a Lynx. Caelum Lynx.”

      He wasn’t sure if this was worse. The Lynxes were almost as old as the Sinclairs, a family of half magicians, half shapeshifters. Their legacy was enmeshed in Dark magic and had been for centuries.

      “I won’t stand for any Dark magic practised around me, so don’t bother trying,” Lynx continued.

      “I don’t practise Dark magic!” Salem cried. “But I do hope that you don’t eat any of us come the full moon.”

      Lynx rolled his eyes. “Sure you don’t. And neither do my folks. C’mon, Smith.” He tugged at the other boy’s sleeve and he followed him.

      Smith turned back and said, “Fraser, you’re making some pretty lousy friends for your first day.”

      The third boy walked up to them both. “Daphne? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Draven.” Daphne smiled at the sickly looking boy. “Salem? Oh, no, you’re bleeding!”

      The boy, Draven, turned to look. Salem looked down and, yep, there was a small gash in his knee. He’d been so upset that he hadn’t even felt it until now, when it began to sting.

      Draven’s eyes widened and he ran away, faster than Salem thought was possible.

      “Huh. He must get sick at the sight of blood,” Daphne commented. “Here, let me help you. Mother wants me to be a Medic, and I’ve been practising my healing spells at home.” She held her hand over the wound and said, “Plaga reparo.”

      Salem felt a tell-tale tingle in his knee, and for just a moment he saw magic sparkle bright pink over his wound. The wound vanished, and he was no longer in pain.

      Was that her magic? Salem thought, looking at Daphne in shock. How could I see her magic for just a moment?

      Only members of Clan Fraser could see others’ magical auras.

      Daphne was oblivious to his stunned silence. “There,” she said, patting his knee. “All better now.”

      She held her hand out to help him up and when he took it he again felt her magic tingle on his skin. While it was new and strange, he found it to be oddly warm and comforting.

      “Come on, let’s go to class. We don’t want to be late on our first day,” Daphne said. She kept holding his hand as they walked up to the front doors of the castle.

      “Have you ever been inside?” he asked her.

      “No,” she replied. “My mother is an Elder, but I was never allowed to come with her when she had to go to work.”

      They crossed the threshold together, entering the large front hallway. Wall sconces were lit, giving the grey stone a warm, orange cast. The main hall led in three directions: left, right, and straight ahead.

      Others milled about, mostly teenagers, a few closer to their age. Talking, laughing, doing little bits of magic. It was a little daunting for Salem, but with Daphne’s hand in his, he felt like he could hold his own with everyone there.

      No one had to wear uniforms, though the older students did have more elaborate black robes they wore over their clothes. It was easy to tell who was born in the Coven and who came from the human world by how they dressed. Coven made clothes were slightly posh and handmade. Human clothes were … well, they weren’t.

      Smith and the boy named Draven wore human clothes. Daphne and Lynx didn’t. Salem wore handmade clothes, but that was more because his family was poor than because they wanted to keep up appearances.

      The only people wearing anything resembling a uniform were the ones in grey cloaks: the apprentices.

      Apprentices had been a large part of why Clan Munro and Clan Fraser split. When the original Coven Queen, Mary, had retired, she had appointed the leader of Clan Fraser as her successor. Robert Mor Munro, the leader of Clan Munro, was not only offended, but he was severely against apprentices. Clan Fraser was in favour of letting in normal humans who wanted to learn magic.

      These humans could not harness the full power any natural born magician had, but they could create potions and perform simple spells and hexes. Munro believed that it was wrong to let humans into the Coven, especially after the original humans who resided there in Inverness, Scotland had tried to massacre each and every magician.

      Things between the two Clan leaders became heated, and Clan Munro split away from the Coven. But not before Robert had murdered as many apprentices as he could find on his way out.

      Clan Munro was only let back in again after Robert had been killed in the late nineteenth century. However, ever since they had made their return to the Coven, Clan Munro had been regarded as evil murderers. Indeed, some people in the Clan were terrible: Salem had met them. But there were atrocities committed by members of Clan Fraser as well, atrocities that went unnoticed and swept under the rug.

      It was partly why Salem was so nervous going to the Coven school. He knew he would be ostracised and judged wrongfully simply for being born to the wrong family. However, he was the last person to value his Clan’s former ideals. His mother was an apprentice witch. She was the reason why the Sinclairs were no longer a family of high standing within the Clan.

      “You okay?” Daphne asked quietly, breaking Salem’s thoughts.

      He shook his head and turned to her. Her smile was still so bright. “Uh-huh. Simply taking it in.”

      “C’mon, let’s head to the common room. It’s where everyone gathers between and before classes, or so Mother tells me,” she said, tugging on his hand.

      He followed her ahead, where the long hall again split in two. To the left a sign said was the Main Hall. To the right was the Common Room. That was where the two kids headed, and Salem could hear commingled voices long before they reached the door.

      The room they entered was so large, they could have fit possibly three of Salem’s parents’ houses inside of it. The ceilings were high, they and the walls and floor were made of the same dark grey stone as the rest of the castle. A dozen candelabras hung from the ceiling like chandeliers, drenching the room in warm light. There were couches, armchairs, tables, thick plush rugs, and even a few bean bags all over, with plenty of room for about half the Coven. The colour scheme was different shades of red, from the deepest maroon to bright, blood red. It gave the room a warm vibe.

      A petite elderly woman sat at a desk near the front, watching the children amusedly while alternating writing on a long piece of parchment. On the corner of the table, a small grey tabby curled up on a small red pillow.

      “Hello,” the woman said, looking at Salem and Daphne. “Welcome to the Coven. Take a seat and I will be bringing the new students up separately in a moment.” She gestured to the plethora of furniture.

      Daphne led Salem to a pair of bean bag chairs and plopped down happily in one. She was so small, she was nearly swallowed up by it. Clawing her way to the surface, she laughed out loud, making Salem crack a smile.

      He didn’t know many children, but he thought that Daphne had to be the happiest child he had ever seen. Light seemed to come off of her in waves.

      Gingerly, he sat down in the other bean bag, feeling silly as he sank into the soft, synthetic material. Somewhere in his mind, he wondered if a human born magician had introduced them to the Coven during the seventies. Because they were unlike anything else in that room.

      “You look like you’re sinking,” Daphne said as she giggled. “But then, so do I.”

      “I feel rather daft,” Salem admitted.

      “Yeah, you look it, too,” sneered a boy’s voice. Salem turned to see the boy named Smith and Caelum Lynx sitting near them on a small sofa. Smith was the one speaking. “Didn’t anyone tell you? That hairstyle went out of fashion when the Beatles broke up.”

      Salem blushed deeply, feeling hurt at the comment.

      “Oh, piss off,” Daphne said. Salem was surprised to hear the little girl swear. “Don’t you have something better to do than bother us?”

      “Don’t you have something better to do than hang out with rubbish?” he retorted.

      “Oi!” Salem said, letting his North London accent slip in his anger. “You do not know me. Don’t you dare call me rubbish.”

      “At least he’s not going about insulting other people,” Daphne added. “You know, you weren’t so mean at my house. Mother won’t stand for it if I tell her.”

      “Oooh, you’re a tell-tale, huh?” Caelum joined in. “I bet your mother won’t like that, either.”

      “We don’t tease in our house,” Daphne insisted.

      A clearing of a throat stopped the argument. “Children, if you would please, follow me,” Mrs. Donahue said, voice harsh. “You two as well.” She gestured to two kids Salem didn’t know, a blond boy and a girl with soft brown hair.

      Everyone stood up and followed her out of the Common Room and down a hallway where classrooms began to appear, their doors large and imposing to Salem. The whole castle was imposing to him, having grown up in a tiny house near the Thames.

      From the looks on Silver and Smith’s faces, they felt similarly.

      The doors opened and revealed inside was a classroom. Salem had never known a classroom to be so large and ornate. The desks were made of deep, dark stained wood, obviously antiques. The ceilings were high and vaulted with cathedral like windows all along one wall.

      “This is the Everyday Spells classroom,” Donahue said. “Since you are our only new students this year, your first day will consist of testing, to see what age group you all should be put with in each subject. Now, who can tell me a common, Everyday Spell?”

      Daphne’s hand shot up.

      “I can,” Caelum Lynx said.

      “All right, you,” Donahue said, pointing at Caelum and ignoring Daphne’s quietly raised hand.

      “Suce, it juices fruits and vegetables.”

      “Excellent. Now, we’ll go down the line and introduce ourselves, and then each say an Everyday Spell and its uses. You may begin.” She gestured at Caelum.

      “Caelum Lynx. I’m ten, from Sydenham. I’m a half shapeshifter. I already gave you a spell, Mrs. D.” The boy looked pleased with himself and his words.

      “I’m Michael Smith. Human born, from Liverpool. The only common spell I know is volant, but that doesn’t apply to this class,” he said miserably.

      Donahue smiled. “Quite all right. You’ll be caught up in no time.”

      “I’m um, Draven Silver. From Brighton, in Essex. A spell my mum often uses is glan, which heats food and water without a stove.” He fidgeted as he spoke, and Salem again noticed how pale the boy was.

      “Daphne Fraser, of the Inverness Frasers. I’m ten. Mother taught me many useful spells I might need. Like capio, which will bring any object I need to me in a certain distance.”

      Donahue nodded. “Yes, Miss Fraser, your mother is an excellent witch and Elder. Next?”

      The blond boy swiped hair from his face and said, “Robert Ainsley, of the Clan Munro Ainsleys in Keswick. A spell I often use is imber, when I need to tame our malumcorni.”

      Salem felt a little chill at his words. The Ainsleys were the only family aside from the Sinclairs and Lynxes who were directly descended from Robert Mor Munro. And now the three living descendants were all at school at the same time. What were the odds of that?

      The brown haired girl spoke next. “Kimberly Morrison, from right here in Inverness. I don’t use many Everyday Spells, but one our cleaning faerie uses is niteo, which cleans our windows and mirrors.”

      And last, it was Salem’s turn. With a churning stomach he said, “Salem Sinclair, from Lambeth, in London. My mum taught me many useful spells, especially to help her clean the house. One I use often is detergeo.”

      Donahue nodded. “Very good, all of you. It seems you can join the twelve-year-olds in their Spells class without a hitch. Smith, if you need any tutoring, perhaps Miss Fraser or Mr. Sinclair can assist.”

      Her eyes were bright and gleaming behind her spectacles. “Welcome to the UK Grand Coven. But your training has only just begun.”
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      Mrs. Donahue left the children then, and a small, round man with a handlebar moustache entered.

      “Hello, children. I am Mr. Boyle, and I teach Household Charms. However, these Charms also can assist you in other ways of life than just around the house or here at school. I like to test new students quickly and easily, so this will not take longer than twenty minutes. I will demonstrate a popular Charm, and you all will cast it after me, one by one.” He cleared his throat. “First is pronunciation. Repeat after me, with your hands at your sides: necto.”

      He started with Caelum and then went down the line. Salem knew this spell. Necto was a knitting spell, and it could be used to mend many things, not just cloth. In a pinch, it could also hold things together.

      Salem was the last to cast the spell, and he did it the quickest of them all, even better than Daphne, who smiled at him while he resisted the urge to stick his tongue out at Caelum and Michael.

      “Very good. Now, your next test will be held in the castle dungeons, so if you would please follow me.” He turned and everyone began to follow in twos. Salem was at the back, but as he turned to take a step, he went sprawling face first into the stone floor. Only a quickly whispered spell stopped him from shattering his nose on impact.

      Everyone except Daphne was snickering as Salem’s face flared red. She came to help him up and when he got to his feet, he nearly fell again. The laces on his worn, dirty trainers had been woven together with that spell. He knew he hadn’t done it to himself, and judging by the smirks on Smith and Lynx’s faces, it had to have been one of them.

      “Mr. Sinclair, you must watch where you aim when you cast a charm like that,” Mr. Boyle scolded lightly. He wasn’t being mean, but Salem still felt about two inches tall under his gaze.

      “I didn’t do it,” he insisted.

      “No matter. Come now, fix your laces and let’s continue.”

      Salem was angry and embarrassed. Why hadn’t the teacher believed him? It wasn’t as if there were a dozen or more kids in the class. There were only seven of them.

      Daphne helped him up and he quickly righted his laces and they hurried to catch up with Boyle and the others. Salem was still fuming because of the prank. He despised being made fun of. His father did it enough; he didn’t need it at school, too.

      Boyle led them down a flight of cold stone steps, their way lit by wall sconces alighted by green flames. Kimberly and Draven appeared nervous, Michael and Daphne curious, but Salem, Caelum, and Robert felt quite at home. Green flames were something only Clan Munro could create, out of their energy manipulation. It was one of the earliest things every magician in that Clan learnt to do as children.

      Once they hit the bottom of the stairs, they were in a long hallway with doors on either side. Many were small and looked like they could be closets. There was a larger door straight ahead, and that was where Boyle led them.

      “My third cousin teaches this class,” Daphne whispered. “I don’t know him well, but he and Mother used to be quite good friends as children.”

      Boyle knocked on the dungeon door and then opened it. The room was large, half of it filled with desks, the other half filled with cabinets and cupboards stuffed with ingredients ranging from the mundane to the macabre, and cauldrons and other utensils needed for potion making.

      Seated at the teacher’s desk was a rotund middle aged man with the same red hair as Daphne. He studied each child as they entered and stood in a semicircle around the desk.

      “The new young ’uns,” Boyle said, his Scottish accent heavy. “You’ll get the older new students later today.”

      “Very well. You may go. And for the love of Gaia, replace those green flames with something normal. I told Edelstone I hate those evil things,” the teacher grumbled.

      Salem opened his mouth to say something and closed it again.

      However, Daphne had no such tact. “They are not evil,” she said. “They’re an amazing skill.”

      “Little Miss Fraser, kindly refrain from correcting and challenging me in my classroom,” the man said, standing up. “Hello, everyone. I am Maximus Fraser, and I teach Brewing and Medicinal Magic. While Brewing is a mandatory course, you may drop Medicinal Magic by the time you are fifteen if it is not to your liking. Of course, on day one you will not be brewing actual potions. It is required that I test your knowledge on ingredients and potions in theory, to decide where you need to begin.” His eyes glossed over all of them. “Start left to right, then.”

      First up was Draven.

      “Mr. Silver, what is the cleansing ingredient in a Gut Flushing Potion?”

      “Freshly squeezed lemon juice, sir,” Draven replied.

      Fraser nodded. “Good. Miss Morrison, how many fire ants are needed in a Flamethrower Potion?”

      “Five hundred and seventy two, sir,” she said. That surprised Salem, she hadn’t acted as though she was interested in lessons thus far.

      Michael was next, and he was asked how many times you stirred a cauldron of Cold Cure. “Ten?” he guessed.

      Fraser sighed. “No, the correct answer is fifteen counter-clockwise. You.” He gestured to Caelum. “How long does a cauldron need to sit on a fire before ingredients are added?”

      Caelum, shrugged. “Five minutes?”

      Fraser gave him a haughty glare. “And here I thought Clan Munro was supposed to be proficient in potion making. The correct answer is it doesn’t. Some potions require the cauldron to be off the fire when ingredients are added.”

      Caelum gave another blasé shrug.

      That was a trick question, Salem thought.

      “Ainsley, what is a bezoar and what does it do?”

      The blond replied, “Stone found when you eviscerate goats. It has many magical healing properties.”

      “Good. Miss Fraser, what is one of the three key ingredients in a wound cleaning solvent?”

      Daphne smiled and said, “Witch hazel bark.”

      Fraser smiled back at her. “Good. And you,” he said, the smile vanishing as he looked at Salem. “What do you add to a potion when its consistency is failing?”

      It was another trick question, and Salem knew it. There was no right answer for this, though most other ten-year-olds would not have known that.

      “Excuse me, sir, but this is a trick question,” he said. “A potion having the wrong consistency could be because of a number of things. And while adding spring water is most effective for most potions if they are too thick, there’s no way of knowing for sure. You’re better off scrapping the potion and starting fresh.”

      Daphne was smirking, and he saw that Robert was, too. Mr. Fraser, however, looked furious.

      “Only your first day and you’re already talking back to your superiors, Sinclair? Report to Mrs. Donahue when your lessons are done, and she will mete out a fitting punishment.”

      Salem stood there, open mouthed. He had been played by a teacher, and he was somewhere between shocked and angry and embarrassed. That trick question was meant to draw him out, to get him in trouble.

      Why would an adult do that to me? he wondered. Then again, he did it to Lynx, too. That snippy comment about being Clan Munro but rubbish at Brewing.

      “But sir,” Daphne began, “he answered your question!”

      “Quiet, Miss Fraser, or I will pay a visit to your mother,” Mr. Fraser threatened. “Now, to continue…”

      Salem kept his head down for the next part of the test, which was a medical question. Only he, Daphne, and Draven got it correct, and because he was correct, Mr. Fraser looked furious. He wanted another reason to punish anyone in Clan Munro, and when Caelum and Robert both failed to answer the question, he chuckled almost gleefully.

      When class ended, Salem felt sick with nerves. He and Daphne hung to the back of the small queue waiting to be taken for their next test.

      “That was mean,” she whispered to him. “And totally unfair to you. And those two, too.”

      Salem crossed his arms tightly, almost hugging himself. “It was wrong of him to do.”

      “I should tell my mother,” she continued.

      “No,” Salem said. “I don’t want to attract any more attention from Clan Fraser … no offence.”

      Daphne smiled a little. “None taken. But I hope you remember, we’re not all like that.”

      Salem sighed. “And I hope you don’t ever turn out like your relative back there.”
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        * * *

      

      When official school began the next day, Salem found himself in the same classes as Daphne and Robert, and Draven as well with the exception of Brewing. Caelum and Michael were only in Everyday Spells and Household Charms, which was something of a relief to the boy.

      Immediately, he knew he was their target. Why, he did not know. He had never said two words to them before they began belittling him.

      He quickly realised that there was a severe power imbalance in the Coven. Even at ten, he knew what being mistreated meant. He had enough experience at home, as Daphne quickly found out.

      The fire was roaring in the Common Room, and Salem had rolled up his baggy sleeves and Daphne gasped.

      “Who hurt you?”

      Along his arm were round scabs, not yet healed from the previous week.

      He snatched his arm away and replied, “It’s nothing. Forget it.”

      She grabbed his hand, and he felt that magical spark between them again. “It is something. It hurt you. Did Michael or Caelum do it?”

      He shook his head. “I wish.”

      “Then who?” she pressed.

      Salem picked at the hem of his sweater with the hand she wasn’t holding. “My father. He’s the one I get my Munro blood from. He hates me and my mum.”

      “But … that’s horrible!” Daphne cried. “How could he hurt you?”

      If you only knew this wasn’t the only mark on my body thanks to him, Salem thought. Aloud he said, “I dunno. But I do know that one day I will be so powerful, no one will ever hurt me again. Not him. Not anyone.”

      But they did hurt him still. Every day. In the halls. In class. In the castle courtyard. Anywhere they could, Michael and Caelum made it their mission to make Salem’s life as miserable as possible. He had no idea what he did wrong except be born to Clan Munro and like it.

      He liked his powers, he liked the Darkness in his veins. He saw nothing different with embracing his heritage as Clan Fraser did with theirs. But to others, people like him and Robert Ainsley were problem children, scrutinised and punished for infractions both real and imagined. By classmates and teachers.

      His only bright spot was Daphne. She was his first friend, his confidant, his partner in class, his everything. Her smile was like sunshine, her laugh like a bubbling brook. She inspired poetry in a boy who despised anything emotional, anything sentimental.

      Every day they sat together, and every day Salem knew that he had at least one friend to last through the years of torment they called school.

      At least, he hoped he did. Because she was Clan Fraser. And at any moment, there was a chance he could lose her forever thanks to naught but taught prejudice.
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      Salem was beginning to despise school. Every morning he woke up and hid his head under the covers, hoping to disappear and wake up somewhere else. Anywhere else. Anywhere but there.

      The only thing that got better for him was the fact that his father had passed away from raven flu, which he had contracted from the wild ravens Salem and his mother took care of.

      One morning, when he was fifteen, before final exams for two of their classes were to begin, Robert cornered him at the kitchen table.

      “Tell me you didn’t forget to study all week,” he said, smirking in a knowing but not cruel way.

      “Huh? What do you mean?” Salem asked, pushing away his half full plate of breakfast.

      “Y’know, the tests. You have been looking worse and worse all week. I figured it was exam related.”

      Salem sighed. “You have no idea how much I wish that was the case. It’s Lynx and Smith, actually. I know you are sort of friends with them, but they have gotten progressively worse this year, since that threat was made to ‘out’ magical traitors. Who were, of course, Clan Munro. You’ve seen it. Daphne’s seen it.”

      “And what does Daphne say about it?” Robert questioned.

      Looking down at his potion-stained hands, Salem said, “She tells them they’re being daft, to stop. But…” He didn’t want to say his next words. How he felt that she wasn’t being protective enough. When the tables were turned, Salem always protected her fiercely. And until this year, she had done the same for him. But now things seemed to have changed, and not for the better.

      He ran a hand through his black hair, which he had begun allowing to grow out ever since his father had died.

      “But?” Robert prompted.

      “She’s a Fraser. And I know she’s being pressured at home to disconnect from me, from all of us. Except Lynx. For some reason he’s a golden boy and the rest of us are merely stains on their silken robes that they want to get rid of before we ruin the value of the Coven.”

      Robert laughed. “Nice analogy, mate. But you’re not wrong. Frasers live on a different frequency than the rest of us ‘mere magicians’. They think they are above it all. Above us all. Except the apprentices they dote on, because said apprentices think that Clan Fraser hung the bloody moon.”

      Salem hated to agree with him, but he was right. He now had seen it with his own two eyes, and it was breaking his heart. Clan fissures had ended, or so the history books claimed, over a century ago. Yet somehow Fraser still made Munro feel as though they didn’t deserve to walk on the same planet as they.

      “You think Daphne is going to hate me one day?” Salem asked quietly, toying with the handle of his teacup.

      “D’you want the truth or to feel better?”

      “Truth, thank you very much. I’ll give you Liar’s Lament if need be,” Salem said, smirking a little.

      Robert drained his teacup and said, “I think Clan Fraser is filled with a bunch of stuck up snobby prats. Daphne seems different, but at her heart she’s the same as every other member of her Clan. And you need to be prepared for the worst.” He stood up and sent his dishes to the sink with magic. “See you in class.”

      Salem watched him leave with his school books under his arm. Thanks for the uplifting chat, he thought as he began to clear the table with a sweep of his hand. He grabbed his bag filled with books and sighed. Time to brave the torture chamber otherwise known as school once more. The only thing he had to look forward to was summer, where he could be alone and work on himself, on his magic, without being ridiculed.

      As he approached the castle, he was relieved to see that Daphne was talking to Draven under the shade of one of the stone columns. No one else was in sight.

      “Oi, Sal,” she called, waving. He walked over to them, hoping that Draven was okay with his presence. “Draven took the test for Brewing yesterday. We have got this one in the bag! It’s the wound solvent we brewed together that time in second year, when I didn’t want anyone to know I’d fallen off my Pege.”

      Salem smiled a little. “That’s great. Thank you, Silver.”

      He shrugged. “No big deal. You two are in the advanced class, so he might make it harder for you, though. Dunno.”

      “We can handle whatever he throws at us,” Daphne said confidently. She looped her arm through Salem’s, looking up at him with big blue eyes. “Right?”

      For a moment, as he looked at her beautiful, clear gaze, Salem was rendered speechless. It wasn’t fair to be so sweet, so lovely, and such a talented witch all at once. “Um, yeah. Right.” Magic coursed through him from her, as it had from the very first time they had touched. It only made him even more flustered. And as pale as he was, everyone nearby could see it in his reddened cheeks.

      “Oh, what happened, Sinclair?” called Michael in the distance. He, Robert, and Caelum walked ahead and began to go up the steps of the castle as he called to Salem. “First time a girl’s ever touched you except your mum?”

      “Piss off, Smith,” Daphne snapped. “You’re only upset because you couldn’t even get a girl to look at you in Soho’s red light district.”

      At that, even Draven smiled, and Salem couldn’t contain his chuckles. What Daphne said wasn't true, however. Both Michael and Caelum could get a date with anyone they wanted. Michael played Pege Polo and Caelum was wealthy, well bred, and handsome. Still, the insult hurt Michael’s pride.

      “That’s why you can only get Sinclair to look at you: you’re so unpleasant for a girl,” he sneered. “Dunno why I ever even tried asking you out.”

      Daphne’s mouth dropped, and Salem could see she was hurt. “Because someone put it into your head that you’re irresistible. I wouldn’t date you if someone slipped me a love potion first!”

      Robert smirked at her comment and said, “Come on, calm down. If it was up to me, I wouldn’t date either of you gents.”

      Draven and Caelum burst into laughter, and Daphne giggled. Michael, meanwhile, huffed and stalked away.

      Good riddance, Salem thought. “Mate, I wouldn’t date you, either, so we’re even.”

      Robert winked and then he went into the castle as well, and Draven followed. Daphne’s arm was still wound through Salem’s, and he began to wonder when they had begun to talk about dating.

      “I apologise if I insinuated anything … you know…” He trailed off, embarrassed.

      Daphne smiled brightly and shook her head. “No, of course not. Smith brought it up, anyway. Not you. Come on, we’re going to be late!” She took his hand and ran with him up to the castle doors. And that moment, he couldn’t hide his smile if he’d tried.
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        * * *

      

      Draven had been correct in the potion that the students needed to brew for the exam. It was a wound solvent that was difficult for most intermediate potioneers. Even in this advanced class, fifteen and sixteen year olds were not likely to make it perfectly.

      However, Salem and Daphne weren’t normal teens. They took their usual seats next to each other when Mr. Fraser addressed them.

      “Fraser, Sinclair, separate.”

      “Why?” Daphne asked. “We have been partners since we were ten!”

      “There will be no partners for this exam, Miss Fraser,” he explained. “It is every magician for themselves. Now, please separate or I will write you both up.”

      They did so reluctantly, and Salem didn’t like the sound of this. They hadn’t been taught to brew without partners. Though he knew what to do on his own, it was still unfair to spring this on the rest of the class.

      The exam began, and no one was allowed to speak in case they distracted another student. Which was fine with Salem. He never spoke when brewing, he was always far too intent to hold a conversation. Instead, he held inner dialogue with himself to keep him on track.

      Six strands of Pege hair… Three ounces of finely ground witch hazel bark… Ten dried yarrow flowers, also finely ground… Twelve calendula petals, fresh and whole… Spring water that has been steeped with goldenrod for fourteen days…

      He smiled to himself as he brewed. This was what he loved to do, this was something he knew he was good at. One place where he couldn’t be made a fool of. It was one thing he could do and find that elusive emotion known as joy.

      By the end of the class, his brow was beaded with perspiration, his hair was lank with the fumes from the cauldron, and his hands were stiff from so much grinding in the mortar. However, he was pleased. He had done it, he had brewed the perfect wound solvent.

      He sat back in his seat as Mr. Fraser went around, checking each potion one by one to give the students their final grade.

      “How’d you do?” Robert whispered from Salem’s right. Daphne was to his left.

      “Well, I think. You?” Salem asked. He glanced at Robert’s potion. It looked like the right proper sheen, but a bit too liquidy in consistency.

      “We will find out, won’t we?”

      Fraser approached his table and began to test the potion with a bit of flesh that the PID had sent them, specially preserved to be used for this purpose. It was a little creepy to Salem, seeing some random person’s severed and bloody skin being dipped in each potion. He often wondered if the people who ran things there were mad.

      “Hmmm. Not to poor, Ainsley. I will give you a solid B grade,” he said. “But next time, use less spring water.” Then he went to Salem’s station.

      Salem sat back, trying not to look smug. He knew he did a perfect job. Just as Daphne must have as well.

      Fraser dipped the flesh into Salem’s cauldron, and when he pulled it up, Salem watched the bloody gash in the flesh begin to heal itself, closing the wound and not leaving even a hint of scar.

      “Well?” he asked when Fraser was silent.

      “Sinclair, I am not entirely convinced that you did not cheat on this exam,” he said finally.

      “What?” Salem asked, forgetting that he didn’t like drawing attention to himself. “You have got to be bloody joking!”

      “I most certainly am not. And I will have to write you up for cursing in class,” Fraser said. “Grade pending. You will pass this class, but I need time to decide what your final letter grade will be.”

      With that, he went along, as if he hadn’t just embarrassed Salem and destroyed whatever pride he had left. He was mortified and furious, a dangerous combination. He barely paid attention in his other classes the rest of the afternoon, trying to tamper down the rage building up within him.

      All because of a bloodline I did not get to choose, he thought as he gathered his books at the end of the day. All for nothing, and I am made to feel like a screw up and a failure.

      He was angrily chewing his lower lip as he exited the castle. The only thing that broke through the haze in his mind was Daphne.

      “Salem! Sal, wait up!”

      He stopped and watched her as she ran toward him, red hair flying out behind her.

      “Hey, what happened? I thought you were going to poison Fraser this afternoon. What he did was rotten and bigoted. And I will be telling Mother about it,” she said.

      Salem scoffed. “Like she will do anything about it for me.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Daphne asked indignantly.

      “Daph, in case you haven’t noticed, your whole Clan sort of despises me just for existing. You tell your mum what happened and she will think it was what I deserved simply for being born.”

      “We are not all like that, you know,” she said.

      Salem replied, “Perhaps not, but I stand by what I just said. She will not give a damn about me. She already told you to stop talking to me once, lest you forget.”

      Daphne lowered her eyes, but before she could speak, of course they were interrupted.

      “Sinclair, you were finally found out, huh?” Caelum called.

      “Cheating on an exam? Pretty low even for a lowlife,” Michael added. He was smirking, arms crossed.

      “None of your business,” Salem replied. “Why don’t you leave me alone for once? From the moment you laid eyes on me you hated me, and I had not even said a single word! Lynx I get: he hates his own Clan. But you? What do you want from me? Are you mad that I’m more talented than you are? That I have a magical family? Because from where I sit, you have everything, Smith.

      “You have good looks, you play Pege Polo, everyone worships the bloody ground you walk on. I wouldn’t be surprised if Gaia herself came down and bestowed you with some sort of boon just for existing! What do I have that you want so badly that you have to torment me day after day? Huh?”

      They had gathered a small crowd, including Draven, Robert, and Kimberly. This time, Salem didn’t care about the dozens of eyes on him. He was beyond caring now, and he wanted to finish this.

      “I have done nothing but try to live my life. To survive. To become a great magician. I never asked to be your victim. And I am sick to death of your attitude!”

      Michael’s smirk had slipped away, and he was glaring at Salem now. “The fact that scum like you gets to be a part of this Coven irritates me. My parents almost didn't let me come. They argued with Donahue until she was forced to call Edelstone to intervene, and here you stroll, like your bloody name means something. Y’know what, it does: it means that unrepentant evil can still walk these halls, like the First Clan War never happened!” If looks could kill, the unchecked animosity in Michael’s eyes would have reduced Salem to ash.

      “Unrepentant evil, huh? What have I done that’s so evil? Not my Clan, but me? I have done nothing. And you … you make this life miserable for me,” Salem admitted.

      Michael scoffed. “You being here makes me just as miserable, believe me, Sinclair. This Coven would be better off without you!”

      That one hurt, but Salem refused to let the pain show on his face. It was something his father had said before. Not about the Coven, but about him in general. He thought that, with his father dead, no one would ever talk like that to him again. And now here he was, in his safe place, being told the exact same thing.

      It felt like a physical ache inside of him and he had to fight back the tears now, just like he had to at home. Because crying only made his father ridicule and hit him more.

      Control, control, he thought. Control your emotions. Don’t let them see that they hurt you. They do not deserve your tears, just like he didn’t.

      Michael stepped right up to Salem and said, “If I had my way, freaks like you would be ousted in a heartbeat.” He was a hair’s breadth away.

      Salem was sick of being a victim, sick of being abused. Sick of being the only one who had to hide and cower while bullies got away with all and sundry. His anger built up in him, bubbling like a cauldron with the flame turned on high. It was about to boil over, and he didn’t know how to stop it.

      He took a breath and went to walk away when Michael opened his mouth again.

      “When a purge of Darkness comes, I’m going to be the one to get rid of you.”

      The anger within him boiled over and he felt the magic building inside of him do the same. Something violently snapped and because Michael was so close, he got the brunt of Salem’s uncontrolled magic. Green shot out from his very pores, attacking Michael and sending him flying across the courtyard.

      Some people gasped, a few yelled out in surprise. Michael landed hard in the grass, and Caelum and Draven ran to him to see if he was okay. Salem wasn’t sure about anything else, but his mouth sure wasn’t broken.

      “See?” Michael cried as Caelum helped to lift him up. “See what I mean? Bloody evil you are, filled with Darkness. Soon everyone will see it.”

      Salem looked down at his hands. His power burst surprised him, but he couldn’t say that he was repentant. In fact, he felt just the opposite. Michael had deserved much more than this for his past actions.

      However, no one else seemed to think so as they went to check on Michael. Including Daphne. Her worry filled eyes made Salem’s chest constrict. He was the one who had been threatened and harassed, not Michael.

      Daphne stood up with Caelum helped Michael to his feet. “Take him home, Mother will check him over,” she said.

      Robert was looking at the crowd and called, “All right, show’s over. Nothing to see here, ladies and gents. Get lost.” He ushered a large group away, looking back at Salem with an expression Salem couldn’t quite read. But it wasn’t Robert’s reaction or emotions he was concerned with. It was Daphne’s.

      Despite the fact that Caelum, Draven, and Michael were still in earshot, Daphne stalked toward Salem, anger flashing in her usually sparkling blue eyes. “What in Gaia’s name was that, Sal?”

      “What was what?” he asked. “Unasked for harassment? Literal death threats?” He didn’t like where this was going; he knew this road. It wasn’t paved, it was riddled with potholes. He could sink into one and be broken if he didn’t tread carefully now.

      “Your magic! Michael didn’t touch you, and you attacked him!” she cried.

      “I did no such thing,” Salem insisted.

      “No?” She gestured to the space between them. “Then what would you call sending your magic out? A love tap?”

      Salem’s mouth dropped. “It was an accident. Daphne, you know how my magic goes. You know I can have a hard time…”

      She interrupted him. “That’s not an excuse! You never let your magic lash out at your father. But you did now, to Michael. I know you don’t get along, but—”

      This time it was Salem’s turn to interrupt. “That’s like saying Hitler and Churchill merely ‘didn’t get along’.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know about human affairs. All I know is that Michael didn’t touch you, and you hurt him first. In a way only people like you could!”

      At that, Salem’s heart stuttered in his chest. People like you. She meant Clan Munro, of course. Bile rose in Salem’s throat, knowing that Robert was right about her.

      “What’s that supposed to mean, people like me?” Salem asked, heat rising in his face. His collar was too tight, the soft fabric nearly choking him.

      He expected Daphne to change her tune, to look ashamed or apologise for her judgmental statement, but she did not.

      “It means that Clan Munro has a history of hurting those who disagreed with them and their views of the world,” she said, hands on her hips.

      It was as though someone had injected his veins with ice at her words.

      “You of all people are going to judge me by my Clan?” he cried. “You, who has told me time and time again that no one is defined by their Clans?”

      She crossed her arms now and said, “If you act like the rest of your Clan, I am going to judge you like I do the rest. You just hurt someone, Sal. And show no remorse.”

      Because I don’t feel any. “Not like he didn’t deserve it. Maybe if it had been Silver, I’d feel sort of bad, but you know what Smith has done to me literally since the moment we met!”

      “It doesn’t matter! You sent your Munro powers out to hurt him!”

      “Not on purpose!” he cried. He was trying to implore her to understand, he didn’t set out to hurt anyone. Just because he didn’t feel bad about what had happened didn’t mean that he wanted it to, or would do it again in the future.

      “How can I believe you?” Daphne asked, eyes hard and yet sad at the same time.

      “Because I’m your friend, Daph. Since we were ten years old,” he reminded her. “And I have never done anything like this before.” Please believe me. Please. I can’t see you walk away from me. I am not sure my heart could take it.

      Daphne sighed. “I — I don’t think I can be friends with someone who hurts others and feels nothing.”

      Salem’s mouth dropped and he couldn’t have kept the hurt from his face if he’d tried. He watched as Daphne took a few steps backward, shaking her head at him. Still with that sad look, as if she actually had a heart. Before his brain could catch up with his mouth, Salem turned his pain and anger on her. In three sentences, he ruined the best thing in his life.

      “I should have known. Everyone warned me. I thought you were different, but you’re nothing more than a typical, stuck up Clan Fraser witch.”
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      At that moment, Salem knew he had stepped in it. His words, his anger, had created a rift that he feared would never heal.

      Daphne’s eyes began to fill with tears she tried to blink back. Of course she didn’t want him to see her cry. She was too strong, too much of a bad arse to want that. She began to back up slowly. “How dare you, Salem Sinclair? How could you?”

      “How could you?” he responded. “If you can lump me in with psychos and murderers, then I suppose I can lump you in with judgemental bastards just as easily.”

      Shut up, a rational part of his mind cried. Shut up or you’ll lose her forever.

      “Go to Hell,” Daphne spat before she turned around and ran away.

      Salem watched her go, feeling like someone had punched him in the gut.

      I believe I have just ruined everything.
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        * * *

      

      Daphne ran away from the courtyard as fast as she could. Her eyes were brimming with hot tears she refused to let fall. Not because of Salem. She was so furious with him, with his blatant use of Dark magic. And terribly hurt by his words.

      How could he say that to me? I thought he was my friend!

      “Daphne?”

      Hearing her name startled her, and she saw that Draven and Caelum were sitting on a bench near a patch of grass where dandelions and poppies were given free rein to grow and be used in potions for the locals.

      “How’s Michael?” she asked, wiping her eyes and clearing her throat to try and sound like she wasn’t on the verge of breaking down.

      “Your mum’s looking him over for injuries,” Draven said. “And to be sure no Dark magic is still inside of him. I doubt it, though. What’s the matter with you?”

      “Yeah, you look like rubbish,” Caelum commented.

      “Aren’t you polite,” Daphne snipped. “It’s Salem. What he did … it crossed a line. He promised me he’d never use Dark magic. Never!”

      Caelum scoffed. “It’s not that easy, Daph. Not by a long shot. But attacking Mike because of a little ribbing? That went too bloody far.” He cocked his head, and she knew shifters could sense emotions better than humans or magicians. “But that’s not the only reason you’re upset.”

      Draven moved over on the bench, making room for her between them. “Come on, sit down,” he offered. “Talk to us.”

      She debated on his offer. He had always been nice to her, but Caelum hadn’t. Could she trust that they wouldn’t make fun of her for her emotions? Draven’s kind eyes, however, made her decision for her and she sat down heavily. Tears returned to her eyes and this time she couldn’t hold them back. She was too hurt, too betrayed, too broken hearted to hold them back.

      “I tried to call him out on what he did,” she gasped between sobs. “And he — he said I was nothing more than another stuck up Fraser witch.”

      Draven patted her back, his always cold hands somehow comforting as she cried.

      “Bloody bastard,” Caelum muttered. “He’s a big part of why I hate my own Clan. He embraces the Dark like it’s his best friend.”

      “But it is his friend,” Draven countered. “Until Daphne, the Darkness was his only friend. His only source of comfort.”

      That didn’t make Daphne feel any better, however.

      How could I have been so stupid? How could I have believed he was different, that he was good, when he had all that Darkness inside? I should have known better. I should have listened to everyone else.

      Should you? another part of her mind whispered. Or is it because you let everyone influence you that you overreacted today?

      “Hey, is everything okay?”

      Daphne looked up to see Robert walking toward them. He was holding his hands up as if for peace.

      “I’m not here to fight. Just wanted to check in on Smith,” he continued.

      “Mike’s going to be fine,” Draven replied. “And it looks like Sinclair and Daphne had a bit of a falling out over his actions this afternoon.”

      Robert arched an eyebrow. “I’m sorry to hear that, Daphne. But I must agree, he went too far. I know I am friends with him, but even I have to call him out here.”

      Hearing Robert, a high ranking Clan Munro magician, agree with her only made Daphne feel even worse. She wanted to be wrong about Salem so badly. She hiccupped as she held back more tears, wiping her eyes with her sleeve.

      “Look at it this way,” Robert began, “you found out before you and he got any closer.”
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        * * *

      

      Salem kept to himself that weekend, not even coming out of his room to eat. He took his meals in there, not that he had much of an appetite. He wanted to go and find Daphne, try and explain himself, but he was rubbish at emotions. Unless he felt too strongly, he felt nothing at all. And when he felt too strongly, like how he felt about her, he was unable to properly explain himself verbally.

      He went to the library before classes started, because most of the students had exams for the next two weeks, so some classes were beginning later than usual. Mostly he went to study, but a part of him also went there because he knew that neither Daphne nor the other boys would be there that early. They’d be in the Common Room.

      He sat at a table, staring blankly, until Robert slid into the seat across from him. “Oi, you are alive. I was beginning to worry when you didn’t leave your room all weekend,” he commented with a smirk.

      “Funny. Are you quitting magic to become a comedian?” Salem grumbled.

      “Is it because you called your little girlfriend names, or because she thinks you’re some evil wizard bent on causing Hell here in the Coven?” he asked.

      “Tact is not your forte, is it? It’s everything all at once. I hate that I couldn’t control my magic. I hate that she cannot understand that I would never hurt someone on purpose. I mean, no, I don’t regret what I did, but it wasn’t a choice I consciously made. I wish … I wish she could feel what I feel, so she would know how sorry I am for how I acted toward her. I was hurt beyond measure, and I took it out on her. It was wrong of me. And all I want is for her to forgive me, to at least understand me.”

      Robert cocked his head. “Perhaps this is a radical idea, mate, but did you ever consider … I don’t know … telling her all of that instead of me?”

      Salem chuckled mirthlessly. “I can’t. That is where my problem lies. I … I get tongue tied around her. My heartbeat races and my mind suddenly loses IQ points by the dozen.”

      “That’s called love,” Robert said with a smirk. “At the very least a crush.”

      “Have any pointers on how I can make her understand me better?” Salem asked. “Anything at all?”

      Robert pursed his lips and appeared to think for a moment, long fingers tapping slowly on the redwood table. After a minute his eyes brightened and he said, “Hold your Peges! I think I have an idea!” He shot up from his chair and went to look in the stacks of books. The Brewing and Medicinal Magic section.

      Salem watched, mildly entertained, as his friend rapidly scanned the books, searching for a particular one. He had no idea what sort of potion could help him — confidence boosting potions were illegal for students to use or brew.

      Robert pulled a book off the shelf and began to flip through the pages. When it seemed he found what he was looking for, he bounded back to the table Salem was sitting at. “Here you go!” he said triumphantly.

      Salem looked down at the book, which was a collection of potions from the Middle Ages.

      “Mea Sensus,” he read. “‘Created in 1392 to help those in positions of wealth and/or power to find suitable spouses. Brewed properly, it will make the drinker discern the true feelings of the potioneer.’” His mouth opened a little in surprise. “I do not have any idea how you knew about this brew, Robert, but if it works, I will be forever in your debt.”

      Robert flapped a hand. “Personally, I think if you had hurt Smith out of malice and not on accident, he would have deserved it. But still … if you really want to win Fraser over, this is your best bet.”

      Salem sighed. “How will I get these ingredients? I could never afford them all.”

      “The Brewing lab,” Robert said, rolling his eyes as if it were obvious.

      “In case you have forgotten, Mr. Fraser doesn’t exactly sing my praises. He’d never let me use his stores for personal gain,” Salem reminded him.

      Robert smirked. “He won’t be in office from noon till school ends. He’s supervising the graduating classes and then the first years in the Main Hall. So the room will be unattended until tomorrow morning.”

      Robert always had information like that, things other students wouldn’t readily know. Salem had no idea how he gained his intel, but frankly, at that point, he could not have cared less.

      “Thank you,” he muttered, reading over the brewing instructions. “If this doesn’t work, I fear nothing will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Bloody, insane, mental bastard,” Michael ranted. “I knew he was rotten to the core. Knew it! No offence, Caelum, but Clan Munro is evil.”

      Caelum knew that already, better than many others. His parents were evil. So was his extended family. “No offence taken. I happen to agree with you,” he said as he, Michael, and Draven were walking up the front steps to the castle.

      “I think saying a whole Clan is evil is as bad as saying a whole species is evil, like werewolves or vampires,” Draven spoke up.

      “I thought most vampires were evil,” Michael commented.

      Draven shook his head. “The saying is ‘not all vampires are evil’. In fact, most are pretty decent. Just a few who read too many Bram Stoker novels in their day.”

      “Still, I can’t think of anyone in Clan Munro who doesn’t have a checkered history except you, Cae,” Michael said.

      Caelum shrugged. “I still think we should get back at Sinclair for what he did, attacking you.”

      “Hell yeah we should,” Michael agreed. “The question is how? I can’t stand the bloke, but he is a great wizard. It would be hard to pull one over on him. Do we ambush him in the courtyard?”

      Caelum nodded. “Could work. If he doesn’t rush straight home and we miss him. What spell were you thinking of? Or d’you want me to just cold cock him?”

      “No way, Caelum,” Draven said, almost scoldingly.

      Michael laughed. “No, I was thinking of a spell. Maybe one to turn his clothes invisible?”

      Draven wrinkled his nose and shook his head.

      “How about a silencing hex?” Caelum wondered.

      “He’s already quiet,” Michael said, shooting down that idea. “How about crus moventur? Make him make a fool out of himself in front of everyone?”

      Draven rolled his eyes. “Anything to not make him get really hurt. Because then Caelum will be accused of Dark magic, just like Sinclair was.”

      “And that is the last thing I want,” Caelum added. “But I like your idea, Mike.”

      Draven sighed. “Leave me out of it. I don’t believe in revenge,” he commented. “Like I said, as long as it’s not a Dark spell or curse. I’ve got an exam soon. Tell me after school how it went … if both you idiots aren’t in detention.” He trotted into the school, leaving the two of them alone.

      “Goody two shoes,” Michael said with a smile. “So, you’re up for it, Cae?”

      “You bet.”

      The sound of a clearing throat made Caelum turn back to the doors of the castle. Robert stood there, arms crossed, smirk on his face.

      “You’ll both wind up unable to attend the end of year ball if you do what you’re planning.”

      “What’s it to you?” Michael asked, mimicking Robert’s stance.

      Robert shrugged. “Nothing. Only that I can tell you a simpler way to get back at him without anyone knowing it was you two.”

      Caelum scoffed. “How can we trust you? You’re his friend.”

      Robert walked toward them, hand extended. In his palm was a small burlap sack. “Inside here are flowers that will give him an allergic reaction. No harm done, but it will be mortifying for him to have to go to the Medic’s office for a cure. Extremely mortifying. Even better than making him dance in the courtyard.”

      Caelum was beginning to be intrigued. “How do you expect me to do that?”

      “He’ll be in the Brewing lab around four. Just switch out the dried white rose petals for these and he will be none the wiser.”

      “Why are you helping us do this?” Caelum asked. He didn’t trust Robert quite yet.

      “Because I like mischief,” Robert replied with a wink. “Use these or not, whatever. It’s your call, mate.” He clapped Caelum on the shoulder and walked back into the castle.

      Caelum looked at the bag in his palm, then at Michael. “What do you say? Think we can trust his word, or is he sending us on a one way ticket to expulsion?”

      Michael glanced in the direction Robert had just gone in, and then down at the little bag. “I think he was telling the truth about one thing: he does like a little chaos. And so do I, for that matter. Do it.”

      Caelum nodded and pocketed the bag, making sure the drawstring was tied and knotted. He didn’t want to wind up with the allergic reaction after all. As he often got when he knew a prank was about to be played, or some other scheme hatched, he was distracted all day. He knew he’d need to cut his last class, which wasn’t an exam, to be sure he made it to the lab in time to switch the flowers.

      So he had to think up excuses, and he also had to make sure he wasn’t seen going to the dungeons. Which meant he was getting into small bits of trouble in every class for not paying attention.

      But his inattentiveness paid off. Mrs. Donahue was so frustrated with him, she kicked him out of his last class of the day.

      “Mr. Lynx, you would do more to learn at home than you are here at the present moment,” she scolded. “This is your last class. In order to allow me to teach the students actually paying attention, might I ask you to leave? And return tomorrow with a full report written about the evolution of Everyday Spells since Queen Mary’s day. Good day, Mr. Lynx.”

      Michael shot him a thumbs up as he gathered his things and stood up from the desk. He patted his pocket to be sure he still had the little bag, and it was there, settled against his hip.

      Showtime, he thought, walking down the hall that led to the dungeon staircase. He took the steps two at a time and made it into the unlocked lab. One of the tables was laid out to brew. A cauldron sat, filled with spring water, and sachets or piles of ingredients were carefully lined up on one side, tools on the other. No one was around, or so it looked.

      He walked up to the table and began to peek inside the sachets until he found one filled with dried, crushed white rose petals. Just as he was about to make the switch, he heard footsteps.

      “What the bloody Hell are you doing here?” Salem asked, holding a beaker in one hand.

      Caelum had to think quickly. “Came to nick some blue lotus.” It was a plant that could give one a high to mimic a sedative. “Then I found your tableau. What are you doing, brewing a love potion so Daph will like you back?”

      “Piss off, Lynx. What I’m doing is none of your business. Get lost.” Salem seemed to be in a wretched mood, not that Lynx could blame him.

      “You don’t want me to tell Donahue I found you down here, do you?” Caelum asked, trying to stall.

      “I don’t give a damn what you do,” Salem replied. He moved forward, going to push Caelum out of the way.

      He saw it as the perfect opportunity and moved right in Salem’s view, reaching behind him for the bag of rose petals. Using his lynx speed, he switched that bag with the one Robert had given him.

      At the last minute, when he thought perhaps Salem was going to bump right into him, he moved to the side. However, his fingernail was caught on the drawstring, and the bag of powder opened, spilling its contents all over the table. He moved away quickly, but the blast of powder hit Salem, who immediately began to cough.

      “Look what you did!” Salem cried, brushing powder off of his black robe. He looked like he’d been dusted with flour. It was all over his face, clothes, and hair.

      “My bad,” Caelum said as he backed away, trying not to smirk. “Maybe next time you shouldn’t go sneaking around. You never know what might go wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      Salem coughed as the flower dust invaded his nostrils. He wasn’t sure if it was because of his allergies or not, but it didn’t smell like roses. But that could have been because the flower had been pre-ground. Any good potioneer worth their salt knew that grinding all of the preserved ingredients fresh was the best practice.

      Another reason why Fraser is a rubbish teacher, he thought, furiously cleaning up what had spilled. He hoped that he had enough left for the potion. He kept coughing, which irritated him even more.

      Once everything was cleaned up, he began to brew the potion. It started, as most do, with spring water. Then he added everything else in order. Three stirs counter-clockwise, then six stirs clockwise. Finally, he had to add the crushed white rose petals. He measured out each spoonful, but as they hit the potion, they exploded in little puffs of dust, which got up his nose and made him cough more.

      This time, the cough was accompanied by a sharp pain in his chest. He gripped the edge of the table as he tried to steady himself. His calm demeanour began to melt away as the pain barely relented.

      Something’s wrong, he thought, trying to take deep breaths. Once the pain subsided a little, he moved away from the workbench. I have to see the Medic.

      He turned, but began to feel lightheaded and had to grip the nearest solid thing to keep himself from falling. It felt like vertigo, but vertigo didn’t make your limbs tremble or your chest feel like there was a snake constricting your lungs.

      He stumbled up the stairs to the main level of the castle, and there he fell to his knees with another coughing fit. This time, he felt hot liquid against his lips. Touching his fingertips to them, he pulled them back and saw bright red blood.

      It only doubled his efforts to get to the Medic office and get help. He hoped no one saw him as he stumbled through the halls, coughing and wheezing.

      It seemed to take an eternity, but he finally made it to Madam Iaso’s office. He was normally polite to the Elders, but he didn’t take the time to knock at that moment. He burst into the room, which held six cots, none of which were filled, two magical quarantine chambers, and Iaso’s office. The Medic looked up, eyes wide with surprise, as he stumbled in, legs too weak to hold him anymore. He fell to the floor, hacking and now nearly unable to breathe. Bright red blood dotted the floor in front of him.

      “Help,” he gasped. At that moment, his vision began to go black at the edges and he fainted dead away.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Sinclair? Salem Sinclair, can you hear me?”

      Salem’s head was heavy and pounding, and his mouth felt like a desert. But he could feel. Which meant that he wasn’t dead yet. He slowly opened his eyes, pupils assaulted by the bright sunlight streaming in from the windows.

      He was in the infirmary. The last thing he could recall was being unable to breathe without pain and then he remembered nothing at all. Madam Iaso stood over his bed, hands on her hips.

      “There. Welcome back to the waking world, Mr. Sinclair.”

      “What happened to me?” he asked, struggling to sit up. His voice was hoarse and his mouth was a desert. “And may I please have some water?”

      Iaso nodded curtly and handed him a small glass as she began to speak. “You were poisoned, Sinclair.”

      Salem nearly choked on his water. “Poisoned? What do you mean? How?”

      “After you burst in here and I detected the poison in your bloodstream, I sent someone to see where you had been. They found the setup for a potion in Mr. Fraser’s classroom. He assured me that he never gave you permission to use his classroom or his stores for your own use.

      “So I must conclude that you brewed a potion with a volatile ingredient. But since I could not take time to discern what the ingredient was, I simply gave you the universal poison cure,” she explained.

      Salem’s head was spinning as he tried to keep up after his bout of unconsciousness. None of those ingredients should have been poisonous. Unless…

      “Lynx…” he whispered.

      “What was that?” Iaso asked.

      “While I was down there, I found Caelum Lynx with the ingredients I had laid out. He must have switched one with poison!” Salem explained with more force and bravado than he usually did.

      Iaso scoffed. “Really, Sinclair? You were caught stealing from an Elder and mixing a possibly deadly potion. You cannot try to pin this on Mr. Lynx.”

      “I am doing no such thing. It’s the truth, Madam,” Salem insisted. “He poisoned me! Aren’t you going to go get the King?”

      “King Edelstone does not need to be brought into a petty fight between children,” she snapped. “I did consult with Mrs. Donahue about your actions, and she said that, since we cannot prove what you were brewing, we cannot turn you over to the PID for attempted murder.”

      At that, Salem felt his magic spike inside of him. “I was brewing a perfectly legal potion! It is Lynx who tried to kill me! He should be turned into the PID!”

      “Sinclair, please be silent. Donahue recommended in school suspension. You may not attend any classes or events, exams and schoolwork will be done in the library with an Elder keeping watch until school ends for the summer holiday. Consider yourself lucky, Sinclair: this time tomorrow, the PID could have executed you.”

      Salem watched with wide, unblinking eyes as Iaso left the office and slammed the door behind her. Not telling him how long his recovery would be, what he was poisoned with, or anything else.

      Caelum Lynx fed me poison, and yet I am the one in trouble, he thought, hugging himself tightly for comfort. As he had had to do since he was a small child. I could have died, and no one would have cared. No one.

      He closed his eyes as a pained whimper escaped him. Tears fell down his face and he stayed like that until exhaustion overcame him and he fell into a fitful sleep.
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      Salem’s recovery took so long, he was reduced to finishing his exams in the infirmary. Punishment or not, he still was in forced isolation from his classmates. And because Daphne was mad at him, the only visitors he had were Robert and Madam Iaso. Not that he wanted to spend any time at all with the Medic, who seemed to hate him. He spent his days surrounded by books, and his nights cold and alone in that sterile white room. Many nights he would cry himself to sleep and wake up with his face still stained with tears.

      One morning, he woke to find that he no longer coughed up white specks of flower. It looked like the last of the poison was out of his system.

      That day, he received his first visitor aside from Robert, and he nearly fell over trying to get away. Draven Silver.

      “What the bloody Hell do you want?” he asked warily, hiding his hand as his magic sparked in his palm.

      “I want to do what Michael and Caelum won’t: apologise,” Draven said.

      “You didn’t have a part in it, did you?” Salem wondered. Draven had always been much kinder and quieter than his so-called friends.

      Draven shook his head. “No. But they were wrong. I haven’t spoken to Caelum until today, in fact. And I wanted to apologise to you on his behalf. What happened was wrong, and I take responsibility because I didn't know what they were up to in order to stop them. I thought they were going to give you a dancing hex in the courtyard. Not nice, exactly, but nothing compared with what actually happened. I don’t even know where Cae would have gotten that powder or known how to use it: he’s rubbish at Brewing.”

      Salem scoffed. “When have you ever stopped them from harming me or anyone before?”

      The other boy had the grace to look ashamed. His eyes were downcast, and his pallour was ghastly. “I know. I know. But this time Caelum went too far. And I’m so sorry. If it means anything, he wasn’t actually trying to murder you. He said he thought you’d have an allergic reaction.”

      Another scoff came from his throat. “Please. Spare me. If I had died, do you think either he or Smith would have given half a damn about it? Let alone mourned me?”

      “Daphne would have.”

      Salem’s black eyes locked onto Draven’s, forcing the shy wizard to maintain eye contact. “What they sabotaged was my way of making our fight up to her. And now I think even she wishes me ill.”

      Not that I can blame her.

      Draven shrugged, crossing his arms. “Look, Sinclair, I gave my apology, and I did so sincerely. You can take it or leave it.”

      “I cannot accept it,” Salem replied. “Because you were not the one in the wrong. I appreciate the effort, but even you taking their place cannot make me forget what Lynx did to me at Smith’s behest.”

      Draven sighed, rubbing his reddened eyes. “I know. But I hope you know that if I could have stopped them, this time, I would have.” He went to leave and then turned back. “What was the potion supposed to be, anyway?”

      “Mea Sensus, a potion that, when she drank it, would show her how I feel. No lies, no words. Just emotions. As honest as one could be.”

      Draven looked surprised. “And how do you feel?”

      Salem gave a wan smile. “Oh, Silver, if you think I’m giving you any sort of ammunition to use against me, you must be as daft as Lynx looks.”

      Draven scoffed, but he was smiling as well. “You know, I’m surprised you could even be poisoned, since you already have so much venom stored up inside of you.”
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        * * *

      

      Daphne watched the students who didn’t live in the Coven as they left for summer holidays and resigned herself to a long summer alone. Not that she didn’t like Kimberly or the few others she knew who lived full time in the Coven. It was more that they weren’t Salem.

      She knew what he said had been horrible, but did he mean it? Or was he merely trying to make her feel as hurt as he was? What she had said about Clan Munro had been just as cruel as his words, after all. Maybe it was his way of expressing his pain.

      Did I react too quickly? she wondered. He said he didn’t mean to hurt Michael, not really. And I understand why he was thinking that way, that I was just like all the rest. I wish he stayed in the Coven. I wish I could talk to him.

      Daphne spent part of her summer as an apprentice under Madam Iaso, because Mrs. Fraser wanted her to be a Medic once she graduated. But the time that was her own, she spent it thinking about Salem, about the strange feeling she got in her chest and in her magic whenever she recalled the hurt in his dark eyes.

      Does he feel as bad as I do? And what can I do to fix things?

      By the end of the summer, Daphne had no idea what to do. She only knew that she was miserable and lonely and missed her best friend.

      As she was having a little pity party, playing sad songs on her record player, there was a soft knock at her bedroom door.

      “Come in,” she called.

      The door opened and Draven poked his head in. “Hey, can we talk?”

      Daphne nodded. “Not too long. If Mum sees a boy in my bedroom, she might die.”

      Draven chuckled. “Would it help if I told her that I don’t particularly like girls?”

      “Probably not,” Daphne replied, unsure if he was being sarcastic or not. Coming out was a big deal, and if he was saying it so nonchalantly…

      “I talked to Salem the day before we all went home,” Draven admitted. “And he told me what the potion was that Caelum sabotaged.”

      Daphne waited patiently as Draven explained that it was an old fashioned potion created in the Middle Ages, to help suitors find suitable spouses. With every word, her heart felt like it was repairing itself.

      She knew emotions were difficult for Salem, and to think that he had begun to brew something so intricate, just for her to understand him, it warmed her heart.

      “Uh-oh. I know that look,” Draven said with a small smile. “You fancy him, don’t you?”

      Daphne nodded. “I have for a while now.”

      “Well, I think it’s safe to say that he feels the same about you,” Draven said. “And I think that, with you in his corner, maybe his Darkness won’t be able to take over. You’ll balance each other out.

      “After all, Darkness can’t exist without the Light.”
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        * * *

      

      Salem was dreading school. How could he go back and face Daphne after what had happened? He knew he was out of line, and that was why he had wanted her to take that potion. Because then she could understand not just how sorry he was for his rash words, but know that he loved her so much it made it difficult to breathe. Every time he thought about her, it made his heartbeat race and his magic spark on his skin.

      She was everything to him, and he had buggered it all up, partially thanks to the relentless bullying being heaped upon him.

      But really, how bad could what he said have been, if she always said that he was the one person from Clan Munro she actually liked? How could she be angry with him, when she herself was guilty of the same train of thought he had? It was quite the double standard, and it didn’t sit well with him. Why did she have a right to be angry, but he didn’t?

      When Salem got to class the first day of school, he didn’t look at anyone, didn’t raise his hand, didn’t speak. He wanted to get through it as fast as he could and then go and hide at home.

      Even during teatime, he hid in a secluded spot in the courtyard so that no one would bother him. Being alone seemed to be the only way he wouldn’t wind up hurt or a victim. Despite the fact that, when he and Daphne passed each other, or sat a few seats away in class, her magic seemed to pull at his very skin. Their magic was trying to drag him to her, and he refused to obey. If she couldn’t see that he regretted what he’d said and done, then maybe she really was just another stuck up Fraser.

      The realisation hurt more than he cared to admit, even to himself. She had been his best friend for six years, and to think she could let one argument come between them forever killed him.

      It wasn’t until his last class, Brewing and Medicinal Magic 101, that Salem got in trouble for his lack of participation. When he refused to answer a question Mr. Fraser asked him, the professor looked nearly gleeful to be able to punish someone from Clan Munro.

      “Sinclair, never have I seen a surlier, more reluctant student,” he commented.

      Salem just looked at him, trying to maintain a bored expression when in reality he wanted to start flinging hexes.

      “Despite your high marks in this class, you are not above participation,” the teacher continued. “Talent does not mean you are allowed to have an inflated ego that enables you to sit there and stare blankly at me while the other students are working their bums off to pass.”

      Salem barely dared to blink, or else he’d wind up saying or doing something that could get him kicked out of the Coven.

      “You will serve detention here, from three-thirty to four-thirty, organising the ingredients by size, type, and alphabetically.”

      Mr. Fraser then went on with the lesson as if nothing had happened. Meanwhile, Salem could feel the amused, mocking gazes directed at him after that little incident. To say he was embarrassed was an understatement. Being made a public fool was something he was used to bullies doing to him, not teachers.

      He closed his eyes for a moment and sighed, going on with his potion. It looked like his first day back was going to be a long one.

      Oh well, he thought. At least I’ll be alone for that hour.
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        * * *

      

      After class, everyone cleared out except for Salem. He stayed in his seat as Mr. Fraser saw the others out. Robert gave him a half-hearted wave, while Caelum smirked at him as Draven practically dragged him out of the class. He hated that so many people had dropped the class, the older students had been condensed into one class, which meant he had to endure the hour with Lynx underfoot.

      Sure, mock me, he thought. You nearly murdered me, and I’m the one always in trouble while you skate about, free as a bloody bird.

      Daphne and Kimberly were the last to leave, and Salem steadfastly didn’t look her way, though he felt the pull of her magic as she passed by his seat. He kept his head down and cursed his betraying heart. His head wanted to feel nothing for her. His heart, however, had other plans.

      “Sinclair, stay here until I come get you at four-thirty. If it’s not done by then, come half an hour before classes resume tomorrow,” Mr. Fraser said, closing the door behind him.

      Leaving Salem to his own devices. Which was fine. Salem was used to being on his own. He preferred solitude. At least then he knew he wouldn’t get hurt.

      Slowly, he rose from his seat and proceeded to open the large cupboards where dry ingredients were kept. Those were the easiest to organise, even in the extreme state of disarray they were currently in. He knelt on the stone floor and began moving boxes and jars around, making room on shelves and making everything more accessible.

      Despite the mortifying way he had been given this punishment, he was glad for it. Organising the store for Piper had been one of his favourite tasks, it made him calm down and control his wayward emotions. As poorly as he had been feeling, this was exactly the break he needed.

      As he stood up to put a box of dried anemone leaves on the topmost shelf, the door to the lab squeaked open.

      “Mr. Fraser, it has barely been a quarter hour,” he said, not looking up. Until, that is, his magic sparked within him. He turned to see Daphne standing in the room as the door slowly swung shut behind her. Without checking his attitude, because he was so surprised, Salem blurted, “What do you want?”

      “To talk. And you’ve been avoiding me all day,” she said.

      “You told me you never wanted to see or speak to me again,” Salem reminded her. “What did you expect? A greeting elf with a prepared sonnet?”

      She gave a small laugh, and his heart tugged at the sight of her smile.

      “I talked to Draven the other day, when he showed up for this semester,” she continued as though he hadn’t spoken. “He told me what Caelum tried to sabotage, the potion to make me feel your emotions.”

      Salem nodded, wondering where she was going with this.

      “I wish that hadn’t happened. I wish you hadn’t been hurt, and I wish that I had been able to take the potion. Because I know that you have a hard time saying what you feel.”

      He nodded again. “But that doesn’t explain what you want here, now.”

      She walked up to him, hands in her skirt pockets. “I want to know how you feel. If you really think I’m so horrible as to be like the others in my Clan.”

      Her eyes met his and she didn’t allow him to look away. Holding her hand up, he could see pink magic all around her. Which was odd, because only Frasers could see others’ magic.

      “You see?” she said. “Only you can see this, just like I can see where your magic is reaching out to touch mine.”

      “But it’s not possible … is it?” he asked.

      Daphne smiled a little. “It’s not supposed to be, usually. But it is. For us, I think it is. It’s old magic, Sal, magic I still have to research. But my magic tells me more than you or Draven ever could. It tells me I need to hear you out, find out what you meant by that insult. What you really feel, deep inside.”

      Salem’s heart was somewhere in his throat as she said that. Because he barely understood how he felt; how could she expect him to explain it? “That’s why I was brewing the potion. I don’t think I can…”

      Daphne walked up to him and said, “If you want me in your life, you can and you will. Because I deserve better than this, Sal.”

      “I know you do. And one thing I can say without hesitation is that I am so sorry. I never, ever meant to hurt you. It is just … when you made that comment about me and Clan Munro … it felt like you had stabbed me. I cannot help where I was born, and neither can you. But I always thought you were different, that you understood me. And when you made that flippant comment … it killed me inside.

      “What I said to you was born of fear, Daph. Fear that I was going to lose the person who means the most to me, all because of a bloodline I never chose. I know it was mean and cruel. But when you’re scared and hurt, you don’t stop to think about the consequences. You just lash out. And I’m sorrier than I could ever tell you.”

      He hoped she believed him. So long he had kept his emotions tight to the chest, because his father had made him feel like feeling was a sin. And now he had to force himself to explain emotions he didn’t fully understand.

      Daphne was silent for a moment before she said, “I believe you. And I forgive you. Telling me that couldn’t have been easy.”

      He shook his head, surprised with himself as tears pricked the corners of his eyes. He never cried in front of people. Not since he was about five. Instinctively, he ducked his head, hiding behind a curtain of silky black hair.

      “Hey.” Daphne reached out and put her hand on his face.

      He flinched, unable to help it.

      “Salem.” She tried again, and this time he leaned his face into her soft, warm hand. Magic sparked once more, strong and invigorating. “Salem, it’s okay. It’s okay to cry, and to feel. You don’t have to hide, not with me.”

      He looked at her, afraid that he would see contempt or revulsion on her face. But no, the only thing showing in her eyes was compassion. Not anger, not disgust, not pity.

      “I don’t want to lose you,” he admitted softly, placing his hands on her shoulders.

      “You never will, Sal. I promise.” She moved closer, still keeping her hand on his cheek. He was forced to move, and now his hands were wrapped around her back. Blue eyes sparkled with an emotion he was afraid to decipher and he was finding it difficult to catch his breath.

      Standing on her tiptoes, Daphne leaned in and softly pressed her lips to his.

      His first kiss. Probably her first kiss, too. Salem’s head started spinning and he was sure that his face was the colour of ripe tomatoes. A million thoughts ran through his head at once, worrying if he was doing it right, wondering why she kissed him. As she moved her hands from his face to his chest, he felt their magic sparking around them and his worried thoughts turned off.

      He held her tightly, as if she was going to vanish any second if he let go. She fit perfectly in his embrace, and all he wanted was to freeze time and remain right there in that moment forever.

      However, time manipulation was illegal, and the kiss soon ended. Daphne pulled away gingerly, eyes wide and glassy, her cheeks adorably pink.

      “I’ve wanted to do that for at least three years,” she admitted.

      “Why didn’t you?” he asked.

      “Because I let fear from my family, from my Clan, overrule what was in my heart. And I am not going to do it anymore,” she vowed.

      Salem held her tighter and said, “You know this is social suicide, don’t you? Once everyone sees you with me, they are going to blackball you. You might be just as much of an outcast as I am.”

      “I don’t care,” Daphne proclaimed. “I like you, Salem. As much more than a friend.”

      “I feel the same,” he admitted. “And I have for a long time.”

      “Then why should we let what our Clans say stop us from being happy?” she asked. “I have been having the weirdest feelings and dreams ever since the summer began, and all I want right now is to have some comfort. Some Light.”

      Salem scoffed. “I think you’re barking mad if you think I will bring Light to your life.”

      Daphne smiled a little and said, “You might think that. But you don’t know how much brighter my life has been since I met you, Salem Sinclair.”

      She pulled him down into another kiss, and he forgot every single worry he had ever felt.
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      For the first time in his life, Salem Sinclair woke with a smile on his face. It felt almost unnatural there, but he wasn’t going to question its validity on his face. Instead, he decided to relive the previous afternoon, right up until Daphne had to rush out before Mr. Fraser returned to check on Salem.

      He kept smiling as he got dressed, only wiping it when he spotted Robert by the front door, waiting to walk with him to school.

      “You came in from detention smiling last night,” Robert commented. “Was organising the cupboards that entertaining?”

      “Piss off,” Salem replied, but the smile crept back onto his face anyway.

      “Let me guess … it has to do with a certain copper-haired Coven princess, doesn’t it?” Robert guessed, grimacing. “Mate, those Frasers are trouble. I’m telling you.”

      “Maybe Frasers are. Daphne isn’t. That’s the difference,” Salem said.

      A look crossed Robert’s face, one Salem couldn’t read, before he gave a small smile. “Well, then I’m glad for you, mate. But heed my advice: don’t flash your relationship around. Once Caelum Lynx gets wind of it, you’re a dead man.”

      “I think Smith might be the bigger problem. After all, he’s the one who fancies Daphne. Not Lynx,” Salem commented.

      “Yeah, but which one is more vicious? Lynx.” Robert arched his eyebrows. “Just saying, be careful. You and Fraser both.”

      “Why do you say it like that?” Salem asked.

      “Because there might be some people in our Clan just as unhappy with your association as Clan Fraser is.”

      He walked ahead of Salem, leaving him in a quagmire of concern. He had been worried about Daphne possibly being an outcast in her Clan. But he knew his own Clan. He knew what they were capable of.

      Hurrying off, he had to catch Daphne before classes began. They needed to talk, he needed to warn her.

      When he found her, she was by the side of the castle, talking with Kimberly, with whom she seemed to have made up after their last argument, and another girl Salem wasn’t overly familiar with.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Kimberly commented with barely concealed disgust.

      “Were you expecting Merlin himself?” Salem snapped. “Daphne, can we talk? Alone?”

      She nodded, glancing warily at him. “Yeah, of course. See you girls in class.” They walked away, but Salem waited to be sure they were gone before he spoke.

      “Are you okay, Sal? You look awful,” she commented.

      Salem shook his head. “No. Bloody Hell … I was talking to Robert this morning. He sort of figured it out. About us.”

      Daphne shrugged. “So? I thought people were going to know about us?”

      “So did I. Until he made a succinct point that chilled me. About our Clans. I was worried that your Clan would ostracise you for dating me. But he reminded me that Clan Munro will not be at all pleased to find out I’m dating you. And Clan Munro will do much more than ostracise us. You might … you could get hurt. If some Munro zealot gets it in their head that you’re a danger to our Clan… I can’t bear to see you hurt, Daph. I can’t.”

      Salem’s heart was racing from fear. He hated fear. He hated that he had been afraid of others for most of his life. Fear seemed to hold dominion, both in and out of the Coven.

      Daphne smirked and said, “You don’t think I can hold my own against the Dark? Then maybe you don’t know me as well as I thought you did.”

      Salem shook his head. “Of course I think you can take on any foe you come across. Only an idiot would try to cross you. But I … care about you. And don’t want to see you hurt. Not because of me.”

      Daphne scoffed. “You don’t get it, do you? I know that dating you will bring about some complications. For both of us. But I don’t care. I like you. I want to be with you. And everyone who doesn’t like it can go sit in a hot spring in Hell.”

      Surprised laughter escaped his lips. “Are you sure? Are you sure I’m worth it?”

      Her eyes softened and she took his hands in hers. “Oh, Sal, you are more than worth it. However … if you want to keep it a secret for a while, I am willing to do it to set your mind at ease.”

      Relief swept through him like a wave. “Yes, I would prefer that, so we can test the waters, so to speak.”

      Daphne nodded. “It’s settled then. We’ll be like Romeo and Juliet … only without the poisoned goblets.” She smiled, and his heart did a little flip in his chest.

      Without thinking, in case he got too nervous, he pulled her to him by the hands and kissed her softly. Deep down, he was amazed that he was allowed to do that. That she would ever allow his Darkness to touch her Light.

      Her smile as the kiss broke made him realise what he had probably known since they moment they met: he was deeply, madly in love with her.
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        * * *

      

      Daphne felt heavy hearted as she exited class that afternoon. She hated that Salem had to be afraid for her, afraid to reveal how they felt about each other. While her family wasn’t keen on human forms of entertainment, Daphne had managed to procure some fashion magazines aimed at teenagers, some even from America. And she desperately wanted what she saw in those pages. She wanted to walk down the castle hallways with Salem’s arm around her shoulders, kiss him quickly at the table during teatime, pass notes with little hearts on them. It was silly, she knew that. She had never been known to be normal on that scale. She had never been interested in that sort of thing. Until Salem. Until she had someone who made her understand that love wasn’t for the weak.

      It took strength to fall in love, it took strength to give your heart to someone else. And Daphne knew she was in love with Salem. There was never any doubt. Her magic told her that she loved him. The way it felt when he was around was like no one else who had come into her life. No other boys were like him.

      And loving him didn’t make her meek, didn’t make her silly, didn’t make her stupid. Loving him, loving someone that she wasn’t allowed to love, made her feel strong and resilient, more so than ever before.

      Once, she had been strong for herself, for her Clan. But now she had to be strong for what they shared. And that took a whole new sort of strength.

      “Oi, Fraser, got your head in the clouds? Watch it!”

      Daphne looked up just in time to see that she was about to collide with Draven, Michael, and Caelum. Michael had been the one to alert her. She weaved out of the way just in time.

      “Maybe I wouldn’t have nearly ran into you if you three didn’t take up the whole bloody hallway!” she retorted. “Leave some room for the rest of us.”

      She stalked past them when Michael called out, “Maybe if you didn’t spend all your time thinking about that overgrown vampire Sinclair you’d be paying more attention!”

      “Stop, Mike,” Draven said. “That’s so stereotypical. Vampires aren’t Goth. Vampires are as normal as you or me.”

      “He’s right,” Daphne said, seeing how angry Draven looked. He always stood up for creatures. “That’s really bigoted. I’m sorry you have some sort of problem with Sal, but don’t be crass.”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “But being polite’s no fun.”

      Daphne wondered why Caelum was being silent. He usually jumped right in, especially if it was in a Salem bashing session. But he was quiet and somehow withdrawn, looking at Draven and no one else.

      “What’s the matter with you, Lynx? Ancestor got your tongue?” Daphne asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “At least I don’t have the hots for the Coven freak,” he replied.

      “Take that back!” Daphne commanded.

      “Or what? What are you going to do to me?” he wondered.

      “She isn’t going to do anything.”

      Daphne jumped and turned around. Salem stood behind her, jaw set and eyes hard and glittering in a way she hadn’t seen them before. He quickly glanced around, as if checking for Elders, and continued.

      “I am going to put an end to this right now, with whichever of the two of you has the guts to step up.” Salem took a few steps closer. “A duel. Tonight. In the Watchtower. If I win, you leave me — and Daphne — alone. If I lose, then I suppose I deserve the teasing to be that weak of a wizard.”

      Daphne thought for sure she was hearing things. Had Salem really just given an open, and highly illegal, challenge to his two biggest antagonists? Duels had to be approved by the King, and no one still in school was allowed to issue one outside of Duelling Club.

      Caelum and Michael glanced at each other, and Caelum gave a blasé shrug.

      “No,” Draven said to them. “Don’t be daft, either of you.”

      “If you get caught, you’ll be kicked out of the Coven,” Daphne added. “We have Duelling Club. Just wait till Thursday, for Gaia’s sake!”

      “No, we’ll do it,” Michael said quickly.

      “Not both of you,” Salem scoffed. “What, do you think I am as stupid as you? I will duel one of you. See you tonight, nine o’clock.” He turned to stalk away and Daphne followed, hurrying to catch up with his long strides.

      “Are you mad?” she cried. “Salem, they don’t fight fair!”

      He turned and gave a small smirk. “I know. And if they don’t, neither will I.”

      She gave a groan at his sudden bravado. “Fine. If you insist on this mad quest, I’m coming with you tonight.”

      That made him stop walking and lose the smirk. “No way. You’re not coming.”

      She crossed her arms. “Are you trying to tell me what to do?”

      “No, I’m trying to protect you,” he said.

      “Well, don’t do that, either. I can protect myself, and tonight I want to protect you, too. And you can’t stop me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite his facade, Salem was terrified. He had challenged the duo out of a moment of insanity, and now he had to go through with it or be forever ridiculed even worse than he already was.

      He stared at himself in the mirror of the bathroom he shared with Robert and sighed.

      You are an idiot, he thought to himself, and his expression in the mirror didn’t change. You’re probably going to wind up in hospital again.

      Still, his expression didn’t change. He was going to do this, and berating himself wasn’t going to change his mind. As his mother was fond of saying, he’d made his bed. Now he had to lie in it. He just hoped he wasn’t going to die in it.

      As he grabbed his black cloak to leave, Robert bumped into him.

      “Where are you headed?” he asked.

      “I got myself into a bit of a mess with Lynx and Smith,” Salem admitted. “Going to settle things once and for all.”

      Robert arched an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Well, good luck, mate. You’re going to need it.”

      Salem slipped out of the house, heading toward the Watchtower. In the distance and under the bright, three-quarter moon, he could see Daphne waiting for him, her red hair pulled into a bun with loose strands blowing in the night-time breeze.

      “Hey,” she said. “I really wish you would call this off.”

      He shook his head. “You know what will happen to me if I do. I will probably have to move to America just to escape the torment. Let me get this over with.”

      She sighed, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “I worry, Sal. You know I care about you.”

      “I know,” he replied, less defensive now. “But I’m the best dueller in school. I will be fine.”

      Quickly, she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a kiss. “I know. And if they try anything, I’ll hex them so badly the Mad Hatter will seem sane in comparison.”

      Salem chuckled.

      “Laughing already, Sinclair?” Caelum called from somewhere behind the duo. Michael was at his side, and a reluctant looking Draven followed, hands stuffed in his pockets and eyes narrowed. “You won’t when we’re through with you.”

      “A lot of talk for someone who has never defeated me, in a duel of magic or wits.” Salem stood with his hands clasped in front of him. “I assume you are the one I will be duelling, Lynx?”

      He nodded. “We’re both Clan Munro. If Mike fought you, you’d have him at a disadvantage.”

      And not to mention the fact that he cannot duel to save his life, Salem thought.

      “Let’s set up duelling rules first,” Draven said. “No killing. No dismemberment. Nothing that would be deemed illegal in Duelling Club.”

      “And no one getting in the way,” Daphne added, glaring at Michael. “Just Salem and Lynx.”

      Michael crossed his heart. “For you, Fraser, I’ll listen to the rules.”

      Daphne groaned in disgust. “All right. Let’s hurry before we’re caught.” She led the group up the winding staircase to the windy top of the tower.

      Salem took his place on one side, and Caelum stood at the other. Daphne, Draven, and Michael stood at one end, far away so as not to be accidentally hit. And to keep Michael from getting in the way and possibly harming Salem.

      “Ready, gentlemen?” Daphne said. “Bow, and begin!”

      Salem and Caelum bowed to each other, sweeping their cloaks behind them. Unlike Salem’s drab black one, Caelum’s was midnight blue with golden threads running through it, a sign of his stature as a Lynx.

      In Duelling Club, Salem was elected president not because the others liked him, but because he was the most formidable. Caelum was always one step behind him, but that didn’t mean that Salem could coast through this duel. Caelum was a talented wizard and he was sneaky. Salem needed to stay on his toes, or he could wind up right back in the infirmary.

      He knew to never strike first. Let the opponent think they had the upper hand for as long as possible. While he, in the meantime, would watch their moves, look for an opening, and strike when and where it was least expected. It was a strategy he learnt long ago, and it had kept him uninjured for the most part.

      Caelum cast first, “Volant!”

      The spell was something that most magicians learnt in their first year at the Coven school, and Salem easily blocked it. On the heels of that, Caelum cast a Stinging Hex. Again, Salem blocked it.

      “Oh, come on, Sinclair!” Caelum said. “Can’t you make this a bit more interesting for me? Or are you too much of a coward to even try attacking me?”

      “I am many things, but a coward isn’t one of them.” Salem stood back and said, “Now, do you want to keep duelling, or is it that your wagging tongue is stronger than your spells?”

      Caelum’s smirk slipped and he cast another spell, “Stabilis!”

      Instead of wasting a counter spell, Salem stepped to the side and dodged the spell, feeling it slip by him, stiffening the edges of his hair. That was his moment, as Caelum thought he was distracted.

      “Ligabis!”

      Caelum’s eyes widened as he was hit with the hex, now only able to move the top half of his body as his legs were bound together.

      “Detineo,” Salem then cast, freezing the rest of him. This spell only lasted a short while, so he had to be quick. “Deturbo!” Caelum was sent careening to the floor with an exhalation of breath.

      Draven covered his mouth with his hand, and Daphne was smiling. Michael, however, was smirking. That should have been a warning for Salem, but he stupidly moved closer, hoping to cast the final spell and be done with this duel.

      As he opened his mouth to cast it, a burst of energy came up from Caelum’s hands, sending Salem flying backwards. His back hit against the stone wall, sending pain straight down his spine and legs and he cried out.

      I forgot he can manipulate energy, too, he thought.

      “Praetrunco!” Caelum cast and Salem felt the spell inside of him, and he bent over, pain twisting in his ribs.

      “Consummavi!” Salem cast with a grunt and slowly the pain began to let up. Caelum, however, wasn’t going to let him get his bearings.

      “Silentum!” This spell caused temporary speech paralysis.

      Which meant that most magicians couldn’t cast spells. However, the joke was on Lynx. Because Salem was no ordinary magician. He didn’t need to speak to cast spells or use his Munro powers.

      He gathered magic in his hand and let it loose, knocking Caelum back. The smell of singed fabric hung in the air, and even the edges of Caelum’s hair were smoking.

      “Bloody Hell!” Caelum cried, followed by a few more colourful curses. Due to his distraction, Salem was able to get out of the curse and speak again.

      Pointing at the stones in front of Caelum he cast, “Sufflatus!” The stones exploded, sending debris on top of the three onlookers, and shrapnel right at Caelum.

      Caelum was hit a few times, rivulets of blood running down his sharp cheekbones and forehead, but that wouldn't deter him. “Stabilis!” The rest of the debris stilled and then fell to the ground. He turned his attention to Salem and cast, “Crus moventur!”

      The spell would make Salem’s legs move of their own accord. Caelum could make him dance, or run, or even jump off the top of the tower. He knew he needed to avoid the spell, and to do so might make him vulnerable. But being vulnerable for a few seconds was preferable to the alternative.

      He moved away from the spell, but he moved too fast and slipped on a piece of stone debris, sending him sprawling on the cold stone.

      Caelum was on him almost like the large cat he turned into, magic sparking in his hand. Salem heard before he felt the magic burning through his clothes, hitting his skin. Then he felt it.

      His flesh sparked and stung before he began to feel the burn and he screamed. His emotions caused the magic living within him to explode from his skin, surrounding Caelum. Caelum was lifted up by the magic and thrown across the room.

      With effort, Salem sat up and cast, “Argentum ferrum.” It caused two small silver blades to materialise in the air. He waved his hand and the blades went for Caelum, each one cutting a small slice in his palms. A normal wizard would have been able to heal his hands with a quick spell and continue, but Caelum was half shifter. Which meant that he needed to get to the Medic to be healed from silver cuts.

      Salem struggled to his feet, and Daphne was quickly at his side, while Draven and Michael ran to Caelum, who was trying not to cry from the pain. Daphne held him up as he stood up as straight as possible and said two simple words.

      “I win.”
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      “You are absolutely mental, Salem Sinclair,” Daphne scolded as she helped him walk down the stairs of the watchtower. In the distance, he could still hear Caelum whinging about his cuts. “You almost lost! You almost got yourself killed.”

      “Is losing worse than death?” he asked with a weary smirk.

      “Yes, because your life would have been Hell if you’d lost.”

      Salem chuckled wearily. “I suppose you’re right. Stop here. I do not believe I can walk any further.” There was an outcropping of grey rock covered in moss a few yards from the tower, and that was where Daphne put him down.

      Now that the duel was over, he was able to assess his injuries. His flesh was bloody and burnt, skin peeled away like a hog’s on a spit. It was disgusting to look at.

      “Damn it,” he swore. “Lynx was going for my intestines! Mental bloody cat.”

      “He really wanted to win,” Daphne commented. “Okay, lay back. I can heal you and no one has to know what happened here.”

      “Sure … unless Lynx tells Madam Iaso,” Salem pointed out. It pained him to think it, but his rash plan had been riddled with faults. And that was the biggest one, that he was going to be found out and get in trouble. But then, Lynx would as well. And probably the three bystanders, for not stepping in and breaking it up.

      Would Lynx possibly get his two best friends in trouble in an effort to have Salem punished? He thought not, but one could never be sure.

      Daphne leaned over him and cast, “Praetrunco,” severing his clothing even more so she could see the entire wound without shadow. “You’re lucky your magic protected you. Or else you would be in deep trouble.” She held her hands out over him and cast, “Perlego,” which was a spell that allowed her or any Medic to scan a wound and detect any signs of infection.

      “Okay, there’s nothing in the wound, which is good. I didn’t think there would be. Just hold still, okay, Sal?” She glanced up at him, concern sparkling in her eyes.

      “Okay. I trust you,” he said, meaning it. It was hard for him to trust. But from the moment they met, he had trusted Daphne.

      She gave him a small smile and cast, “Plaga reparo.” The wound was large, because Caelum’s hand was big, and she had to cast it three times to get the entire thing to heal.

      In a few minutes, Salem was completely healed; no pain, no scar. He looked up at Daphne and said, “You’re brilliant.”

      She gave an exaggerated hair flip and said, “I know I am.” Then she giggled, and he noticed that her eyes were welling with tears.

      “What’s the matter, Daph?” He placed one hand on her cheek, looking into her eyes.

      “Salem Samuel Sinclair, if you ever, and I do mean ever, do anything so brash and reckless again, I will kill you myself! I was terrified I was going to lose you.” Tears began to slip down her cheeks and she leaned in and kissed him, holding him tightly.

      As he wrapped his arms around her, he could feel that she was trembling, and he was filled with regret. He never wanted to hurt her, or frighten her. And now here he was, having to comfort her because of his actions.

      “I am so sorry,” he said. “And I promise I will never do anything to frighten or hurt you again. I promise.”

      Daphne pulled back and said, “You better mean it.”

      “I do.” Salem reached up with one hand and pressed it to her forehead, stopping her tears from falling and clearing up her reddened eyes. “Thank you for healing me.”

      “Anytime.”

      Her magic crept between them, touching his and setting his heart on fire. Her smile was so sweet, so perfect. Everything about her was perfect to him.

      Just as he was about to speak, though he had no idea what he wanted to say, his name was called in the distance.

      Slowly, he began to stand as he saw the three boys coming their way. He squared his shoulders, preparing for a conflict. “I won fair and square, Lynx. That means you and Smith have to leave me alone.”

      Lynx smirked. His hands were wrapped up in pieces of his torn cloak, as he needed a Medic to look at them for possible silver poisoning. Draven looked utterly ill at the sight of the blood already trying to leak through the fabric.

      “I was only going to say that I was impressed. You know how to fight dirty.”

      Salem was flabbergasted. He never once expected to hear an honest comment from Caelum Lynx about him.

      “Well. Then. Thank you. You were an excellent opponent.”

      Lynx nodded. “Can I say something and not have you take it as an insult? Watch that uncontrolled magic. I’ve seen what happens when someone from our Clan loses it, and I never want to witness it again.”

      Lynx walked away then, followed closely by Draven. Michael lagged behind and gave Salem a death glare as he walked by. Salem wasn’t fazed, however. It was over. He won the duel, and the worst of the torment was finally, blessedly, over.
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        * * *

      

      Daphne snuck into her house before the three boys had returned from healing Caelum’s wounds and slipped quietly into bed with a smile on her face. While she had been terrified she was going to lose Salem, the whole night had filled her with a strange sort of adrenaline.

      Salem had finally stood up for himself. And perhaps now the torment he had gone through would truly end and everything could be peaceful in their class. A girl could dream, right?

      Surprisingly, she fell asleep rather quickly and slept deeper than she had in months, if not the past couple of years.

      Sunlight streamed through her window when she woke up, but immediately she knew that something was very, very wrong. Her head felt like it was being squeezed in a vice, her heart was racing, and her stomach was in knots. It was like the migraine from Hell but far more intense. It was magnified by the severe sense of dread that seemed to take over her entire soul.

      “Mum!” she cried.

      Her bedroom door opened and Caelum Lynx stood at the threshold. “Daph, what’s wrong? Your mother’s violently ill, and you look like…” He trailed off, obviously not wanting to insult her.

      “There’s something wrong,” she gasped, barely able to form words through the pain. “I’ve never felt anything like this!”

      Caelum looked around, searching for something to help with, but he looked dumbstruck.

      Meanwhile, Daphne was in agony. Her heart was threatening to burst straight from her chest and her thoughts were all over the place, unable to concentrate.

      “Daph!” This time it was Draven. Though if any more voices came into her vicinity and Daphne was certain that her head was going to explode. “Caelum, go to Piper’s Potions. What she and Mrs. Fraser are feeling is a severe effect of Dark magic. There’s a potion called Lux Alba that will give them relief. Hurry.”

      Daphne groaned. That’s what this was? She always felt a twinge of illness when she was around certain creatures or magicians, but it had never felt like this before.

      What could have happened since I went to sleep?
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        * * *

      

      Salem was working weekends at Piper’s Potion Shoppe, manning the desk and helping with simple potions. However, ever since he opened the shop, people had been coming in, complaining of headaches, stomach-aches, heart palpitations, and sweats. It sounded like the flu, but magicians couldn’t get the flu, only apprentices. And there were no apprentices coming in sick. Only members of Clan Fraser.

      They all asked for an expensive potion called Lux Alba, or ‘white light’. Salem knew this potion, but it wasn’t ready made. So he closed the front of the shop, went down into the workshop, and began to brew. All the while, he was cursing Piper, who was upstairs in her flat and not giving a damn what was going on below.

      She should be helping me, Salem thought bitterly as he mixed together clear crystal dust and the milk of a female Pege. He reached for a bottle of faerie dust and sprinkled some into the cauldron. I’m sixteen! I am not supposed to be the professional in this situation!

      There was a town full of sick people, and if he bungled this potion, it could kill them. And if he were accused of killing members of Clan Fraser with a botched potion, he was certain that the PID would execute him before he could even try to explain himself.

      As he was worrying himself into an anxiety attack, he heard someone yelling through the closed doors. “Piper! Miss Piper! Open up, it’s an emergency!”

      Oh great, Salem thought. Just what I needed. Caelum Lynx. Better go see what he wants so I can get back to the potion and deliver it to everyone who is ill.

      He wiped his hands and cast a stasis charm on the cauldron before heading out into the main room. He opened the door and the first thing he noticed was how horrified Caelum looked.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “I work here, you daft bastard,” Salem said. “And in case you haven’t noticed, there’s some sort of epidemic happening at the moment. I need to finish a potion for a quarter of the Coven, so make it quick. What do you want?”

      Caelum swallowed hard as he caught his breath. “That is what I’m here about. It’s Daphne and her mother, whatever happened affected them. They’re ill. They need some potion…”

      “Lux Alba, I know,” Salem cut in. He tried to ignore how his pulse and breath began to race. He hadn’t thought about Daphne, being as busy as he was. But of course she would be affected. “The potion is almost done brewing. Come in and wait. For the love of the Goddess, don’t bloody touch anything.”

      Caelum went inside and took a look around before locking the door behind him. “How many people are sick?”

      “Apparently all of Clan Fraser,” Salem replied, rolling his eyes. “However, I assume some of the more proficient potioneers keep Lux Alba on hand in case of an event such as this. So that is why not as many, but still a large amount, needed to utilise this shop.”

      Caelum nodded. “Y’know, you talk like Edelstone. Haven’t you ever spoken like a normal person?”

      “I did call you a bastard just now, did I not?” Salem smirked. It felt wonderful to know that he didn’t need to be afraid around Caelum anymore. Not that he trusted the shifter around potions, but there was little chance that he would try to harm him again.

      Caelum chuckled. “Right. Sorry. I’m worried. I woke up to find Mrs. Fraser on her knees, vomiting. She was barely coherent. So I ran to find Daphne and … she was almost as bad. She could barely get two words out her head hurt so badly.”

      Salem’s stomach dropped to his knees and he shuddered as he sliced up lemons to add to the cauldron. He needed to focus. The Coven needed him. Daphne needed him. This was no time to let his emotions cloud his good sense.

      “You didn’t leave them alone, did you?” Salem asked.

      “No. Draven is with Daphne, and Mike’s with her mum,” Caelum replied.

      That made Salem feel better. Draven was level headed and intelligent. He could easily take care of Daphne. Though he felt bad for poor Mrs. Fraser. Michael was lucky he could tie his trainers, let alone take care of a sick witch.

      He put the finishing touches on the potion. Now all that was left was to bring the cauldron to a boil, set a cooling charm on it, and bottle it. There were so many people in need, and he had promised to deliver the potion for a fee. He wasn’t sure he had the time to do it.

      Glancing over at Caelum, who was pacing near the doorway, he had an idea. However, it required compassion and kindness from a boy whom he knew to have none.

      “You saw how bad Daphne was, right?” Salem asked.

      “Um, yeah, I just told you that,” Caelum replied.

      “Imagine a quarter of the Coven like that,” he continued. “Writhing, crying, in pain. And I have to deliver them their potions by hand.”

      Caelum scoffed. “How? You can’t teleport, it’s illegal. And flying a Pege, providing one even lets you ride it, is impractical.”

      “I know,” Salem said, ignoring his comment about the Peges. “Which is why, loathe as I am to do it, I am asking for your help, Lynx. Can you take the houses nearest the business area to deliver and I will go further into town? You obviously see what an epidemic is occurring here.”

      He expected Caelum to taunt him, to mock his need for help. At the very least, he expected Caelum would make him promise some sort of repayment. Instead, he surprised him.

      “Yeah, all right. And I can move faster with my lynx abilities if the houses are far apart.”

      “Really? No bargaining? No taunting me for asking for assistance?”

      Caelum shook his head. “What’s happening is a lot more serious than anything that goes on between us, mate.”

      Salem nodded. “All right then. Give me about ten minutes and I will have all this bottled up.”

      Caelum walked up to the cauldron, where Salem was magically levitating glass phials and corks in the air to begin filling them. “Let me help. Then we can get it done in five.”

      Instead of questioning Caelum, Salem merely nodded and set about his task. Caelum assisted, and they got done in record time. Salem boxed the bottles and cast charms on them to make them easier to carry. “All right. Start here, I will head into town. Meet me back here so I can leave the invoices and receipts for Piper.”

      He set a closed sign on the shop and locked the doors as he and Caelum parted ways. Instead of starting in town and working his way to the edge, he headed to the furthest property on the edge of Inverness’ border.

      The Frasers owned that property, and maybe it was selfish of him, but he wanted to heal Daphne first.

      Quickly, he went around the major walkways, using shortcuts few knew, and wound up on the edge of the Frasers’ property. He dashed to the door and knocked hard at the faerie wing-shaped knocker.

      Immediately, the door swung open and he was staring at a blank-faced Michael. The poor boy looked horrified and shaken. His eyes were wide and unblinking, and his face was the colour of cream.

      “Tell me you have something for them!” he nearly gasped. “God … I’ve never seen anything like this!”

      “Let me through,” Salem said. “I have no time to mollycoddle you. Where are they?”

      “Mrs. Fraser is in the living room. Daphne is in bed.”

      He went to Mrs. Fraser first, since she was closer. “Smith, listen to me.” He handed the shaking teen a bottle of potion. “You must get her to drink all of this. I realise she might be stomach sick, but this potion cannot be sicked up. I want to get to Daphne.”

      “Of course you do,” Michael scoffed.

      “Oi, get your head unstuck from your arse, will you? There are two sick people here and we need to help them as quick as we can. Now, can I count on you or should I call Silver?”

      Michael took the bottle and had the grace to bow his head in shame. “Sorry. Just a reflex. I can handle this. Go on.”

      Salem went to the staircase. He had never been upstairs at the Frasers’ before and wasn’t sure which room was Daphne’s. One door had human band posters on the wall; he assumed it was Caelum’s. One had European football pictures; that would be Michael’s. Another had nothing at all, which was probably Draven’s.

      Daphne’s door had an intricately painted floral pattern on the dark mahogany wood. It sparkled with magic, as if it was charmed to do it.

      Salem knocked on the door and Draven opened it, his eyes bloodshot.

      “Oh good,” he gasped. “She’s not getting any better.”

      “That is why I’m here, Silver,” Salem said. “Daph? Can you hear me? Is it okay if I come in? I brought a potion.”

      Daphne groaned. “Salem, help.”

      Those two words filled Salem with dread and pain. To hear strong, independent Daphne beg for help like that was horrible. He dashed into the room, shoving the box at Draven to hold before he took a bottle out.

      Daphne was ghastly pale with dark circles under her eyes. It looked as though she was crying from the pain.

      “Oh, Daph,” he whispered, bending down by her bedside. “It’s all right. I’ve got a potion for you. Can you sit up for me?”

      She did so with a struggle, and he put her pillow behind her for comfort. “All right. Open wide. You will feel better in no time.”

      She nodded. “I trust you.”

      Gingerly, he held her by the hair, feeling the soft strands between his fingers, and she opened her mouth. He placed the lip of the bottle to her mouth and helped her drink it all.

      When it was done she sighed and closed her eyes, as if she felt weak. He imagined she did, having been in pain all morning.

      “Thank you,” she said, taking his hand in hers.

      “Don’t be daft,” he said. “You knew I’d help. But I cannot stay. I have to deliver the rest of these potions. Silver will stay with you, and as soon as I’m done with the deliveries, we can go see what’s happening.”

      She nodded again. “Thank you, Sal. My angel in black robes.”

      Salem was unable to fight off a blush at her words. Despite not wanting anyone, including Draven, to know about them, he couldn’t help but place a soft kiss to her forehead.

      “I will be back. Promise.”

      He stood up and noticed that Draven was smiling lightly at them.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t tell,” he said before Salem could even open his mouth. “Go on and heal the Coven. We’ll all get to the bottom of this soon.”

      Salem nodded, unable to form a proper sentence. He hadn’t expected calm understanding from any of his usual tormentors.

      It took him well over two hours, but he finally delivered the potion to every single member of Clan Fraser and he was absolutely exhausted. He trudged back to Piper’s Potions and saw that Caelum was just getting there as well.

      “Oi, that was awful. Felt like I was in a human movie, all that sickness,” Caelum commented. “Oh, here. Payment for the potions and delivery.” He handed Salem a stack of neat cash.

      “They gave you perfect change? Every time?”

      “Didn’t charge ’em. Look, my family is part of the problem, the Darkness. Least I could do to heal them, right?” Caelum shrugged. “It all worked out. Old Piper gets paid, you get paid, people got healed…”

      This day seems to be full of surprises, Salem thought. “I promised Daphne and Silver we’d meet them and see what caused the outbreak of Darkness. Smith, too, probably.”

      Caelum nodded. “All right. I’ll go fetch them. Wait here. We can go see Edelstone together.”

      Salem waited, fixing the money in the register and keeping what was rightfully his. In about ten minutes, the foursome came up the walkway. Daphne looked better, but she was still ghastly pale and had the same dark circles under her eyes.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her.

      She nodded. “Thanks to you, Sal. Now come on. I want answers, and I want them now.”

      Salem nodded, locked up the shop again, and the group began to walk toward the castle. To get there from the business section, you had to pass through the less affluent section of town, where Salem was staying with Robert and their guardian, an apprentice named Rylie Stanton. It was as they closed in on that area that Daphne whimpered.

      “Guys, I feel something,” she said weakly.

      People were rushing by and Caelum, tall and imposing even at sixteen, grabbed one of them by the edge of their cloak. “Oi, you. What’s happening here?”

      The wide-eyed man said, “There’s been a murder!”
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      “Murder?” Caelum asked.

      “What do you mean, murder?” Draven demanded, face pasty white.

      “I believe he is trying to say that someone has died by nefarious means,” Salem said sarcastically.

      “Where? What happened?” Daphne asked, ignoring the boys.

      “In a house just up that way,” the man said, still unblinking. “We have to alert the PID!” And he dashed off without another word.

      “What do we do?” Draven wondered.

      “We go see what happened. I can feel the Darkness,” Daphne said. “It’s getting stronger and stronger with each step we take in this direction.”

      That was the deciding vote and the five of them kept walking, guided by Daphne’s Fraser senses. With each step, it was Salem who was now filled with foreboding, however. Because they were closing in on the house he and Robert lived in.

      His fears were confirmed when they reached the end of the road and found a group of magicians gathered around his house, 109 Dahlia Lane. Voices were murmuring and people seemed generally spooked.

      “What happened here?” Salem asked the first person to meet his eyes. She merely shuddered and left.

      He grabbed someone else by the collar of the cloak, a fellow student whose name he couldn’t place. “Hey, you. I live here. Tell me what happened this instance!”

      The poor boy stuttered and couldn’t say a thing.

      “Salem!”

      Salem turned to see Robert near the doorway of their house, his face sombre. “It’s Ms. Stanton. It’s bad. Really bad.”

      Daphne clutched her head and said, “My body can already tell that much.” She began to walk toward the house and Salem grabbed her by the sleeve.

      “Is it wise for you to go inside? With the way your head is already?”

      “Yeah, I have to agree with Sinclair. Don’t go inside,” Michael said, arms crossed.

      Daphne whirled around. “You, Mike, don’t ever tell me what to do. Sal, I appreciate the concern, but I have to know what’s happening.”

      Salem nodded and let her sleeve go. “All right. Come on, then. Robert, did you call the PID? Or go to the castle?”

      Robert said, “That bloke who ran off was going to call. Figured someone who lived here should stick around. Come on, if you guys really want to see. I wouldn’t.” He turned around and the five teens followed him into the house.

      “Something smells awful,” Draven said almost immediately after he crossed the threshold.

      Salem didn’t smell anything at first, until they got past the foyer. Then it hit him. When he was a boy, a few older boys had killed a small deer and left it to rot in some underbrush near a stream. During the summer, the heat had risen and cooked the rotting carcass. This sickly sweet, gaseous smell was similar to that.

      Ms. Stanton was in the living room, on the sofa. She had been knitting when she’d been murdered. But the only reason Salem knew it was Stanton was because he recognised her grey and pink ombre robe, which she wore constantly. The body was decayed to the point where only a magician with the PID could have identified her with magic.

      Her skin was wet and greenish, broken open in parts where old blood and Gaia knew what else was leaking out. Her mouth was open, lips blue, tongue black and lolling out the side. One of her eyes was normal, the other hanging from its socket on a long, sticky string of sinew.

      “I’m gonna be sick,” Michael said, dashing from the house.

      “Me too. The smell,” Draven groaned, following Michael.

      Daphne whimpered. “It’s not the corpse making me sick. It’s the Dark magic.”

      “The Decaying Curse,” Salem said softly. “The Darkest spell ever created. No wonder everyone in Clan Fraser was sick. That curse hasn’t been used in the Coven in over a century.”

      Caelum was staring at the body, eyes glancing at Robert. “And you were where when this happened?”

      “Taking a nap. I woke up when Stanton screamed, and by the time I got downstairs … this was what I found.” He gestured to the corpse.

      “You know what this means?” Caelum asked darkly. “Someone is targeting apprentices. And this time, it’s not my family.”

      A hush settled over the group and they stood there, each one worrying and trying to comprehend what was happening. Apprentices hadn’t been murdered like this, in public in the Coven, since the First Clan War. Not until Medics bustled in to collect Ms. Stanton did they move. They went outside, where Michael and Draven seemed to have composed themselves.

      “What do we do?” Draven asked, voice hushed.

      “We wait,” Robert said. “This is in Edelstone’s hands now.”
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        * * *

      

      When a week went by and no one spoke of the murder again, Daphne was upset, and she told Salem as much while they were studying in the Common Room.

      “Don’t you find it odd?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, but perhaps we are not seeing the whole picture. Maybe there is an investigation going on.”

      “No, there isn’t.” Caelum and Draven suddenly plopped themselves down at the table where they were studying. “Draven talked to his dad last night. He didn’t know anything about a murder in the Coven. He thought Draven was pranking him.”

      Daphne’s mouth dropped. “Are you sure?”

      Draven nodded. “Unfortunately. Dad was pretty concerned.”

      Salem sighed. “You think they glossed over the murder? Because of the negative attention Edelstone’s regime might get?”

      Caelum nodded. “Wouldn’t put it past the old bastard. He doesn’t like confrontation very much, does he? He lets everything slide.”

      Boy, do I know that, Salem thought bitterly. Or else you would have been kicked out on your arse.

      “Did you hear?” Robert said, plopping down at the end of the table. Michael was behind him, face dark with concern. “Our guardian was murdered and no one is doing a damn thing!”

      “Lower your voice,” Daphne hissed as people turned to eavesdrop. “It seems like everyone conveniently forgot about it.”

      “Which is really bloody strange,” Michael said. “I am gonna have nightmares until death of what I saw.”

      Draven nodded, as did Daphne.

      “So we get to have this torment?” Caelum asked, indignant. “We get to see that rubbish over and over in our heads and never get an answer?”

      Salem sat back and sighed. He did not like the sound of that, but what could he do? What could any of them do? They were kids, at the mercy of Elders and the PID, all of whom claimed to know better than they did. Though, this time, it seemed even the PID was being kept in the dark.

      “We can go see Edelstone,” he suggested. “I think Robert and I have a legal right to know what’s going on. She was our guardian after all.”

      Ever since the murder, the boys lived apart now, with different guardians. Robert was with a family Salem didn’t know well, and Salem was going to spend the next year and a half living with Pat and Martha Quigley, newlyweds who were barely older than he was. At least he liked both of them.

      Daphne nodded. “Sal’s right. Let’s go. He usually has some free time around now.” She stood up and everyone followed her without question as they left the Common Room and went to the staircase that would lead them to the Elder’s offices. The level above that was the Coven King’s office.

      To get to his office, you needed to know a password, and none of the students knew it.

      “Let me ask Donahue,” Caelum said. “Mike and I are her favourites, she’ll tell us.”

      “Modesty is not your strong suit, is it, mate?” Robert asked with a smirk.

      They waited while Caelum and Michael knocked on Mrs. Donahue’s door. It opened after a moment’s pause and the old woman looked at them warily. She was most likely unused to the disparate group doing anything together that didn’t involve one or more parties being sent to detention.

      “May I help you?”

      “Hey, Mrs. D,” Michael said with a bright smile.

      “We needed to talk to the King. You wouldn’t happen to know the password, would you?” Caelum asked.

      “And to what does this pertain?” Donahue questioned, eyes hard behind her spectacles.

      The two boys glanced at each other, obviously surprised at being questioned. Because they were the school’s golden boys, most people gave them whatever they wanted without question.

      “Well, you see…” Michael trailed off.

      “It’s about me,” Salem broke in. “And Robert. We were wondering if anyone knew what happened to Ms. Stanton, if they caught the magician who killed her.”

      Donahue’s eyes softened for a moment before the hard expression was back on her face. “It is out of the King’s hands and in the hands of the PID now. So please go back to your studies, children. There is no information you can glean here. Good afternoon.” With that, she slammed the door in their faces.

      Caelum looked stunned. With his winning smile and charm, Salem was sure that this was the first time he had ever been turned down for anything.

      “But — but…”

      “Lynx got your tongue?” Salem drawled. “Silver, you said your father works for the PID and he knows nothing about an investigation, is that right?”

      Draven nodded.

      Daphne furrowed her brow. Salem thought she looked adorable when she did it. “Call him again. Tell him what we just heard. Something isn’t right here. My whole Clan was suffering, someone was killed, and no one will tell us anything. I don’t like this. At all.”

      “Well … what if something is wrong?” Salem asked.

      Daphne squared her shoulders and replied, “Then we get to the bottom of it.”
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        * * *

      

      The only class all six people had together was Donahue’s Everyday Spells class. It was also one of the only two mandatory classes that every student had to take until they graduated.

      Salem was studying, sitting next to Robert, when he saw Michael whisper to Caelum. Caelum handed Michael a piece of paper, folded. Using magic, Michael sent the paper to Daphne’s desk.

      She jumped, opened the paper, glanced at Michael, and nodded. She then scribbled something on the outside of it, and used magic to send it to Salem’s desk.

      It was a note, written in Draven’s neat handwriting.

      “Talked to my dad again. There is something really wrong here. I think we all need to talk, come up with a plan. The Household Spells classroom is vacant during study hall. We can all meet there then.”

      Salem showed the note to Robert, who nodded.

      Daphne turned to look at him and Salem gave her a thumbs up, to show that they both agreed.

      Study hall wasn’t mandatory, and many students used the time to hang out with friends, read, or go sit in the gardens. However, being December, it was a bit too cold for that, so most opted for the fireplaces in the Common Room. Which meant it was so crowded, no one missed the six of them as they all filed into the classroom.

      “So I called my dad again at the PID,” Draven said as they all sat around the empty classroom. “And he thinks that we’re doing the right thing by asking questions. I didn’t tell him everything, but enough to know that we’re not overreacting. If the PID wasn’t told about this murder, then there’s a cover up going on.”

      “What is the PID?” Michael asked. “I keep hearing it mentioned but no one ever explains.”

      “It’s like the paranormal government,” Daphne explained. “My father used to work for them, too. Before he died. They make sure all paranormal species are fed and happy so that they don't harm humans. And they monitor crime within the paranormal community as well.

      “This Darkness us Frasers are feeling? It’s something that they work hard to prevent. So if it keeps growing like I think it is, then we’re in trouble.”

      Salem saw how pale and worried she was and placed his hand in hers. She squeezed tightly, gratefully, while Michael gave them a dirty look.

      “You two are going to make me vomit,” Michael snipped.

      “Why? We haven’t held up a mirror to your face, have we?” Daphne asked.

      “Can we get back to the important things, please?” Draven asked, holding his hands up.

      Caelum nodded. “The bloody government is being kept out of the loop, when they are supposed to be investigating murders. What could possibly be going on that the Coven isn’t telling the PID?”

      Robert smirked. “From what I know, when the First Clan War happened, not when Munro and Fraser separated, but when King Augustus was killed? People ignored it until Clan Munro was literally right on their doorstep. So Lynx is right. If they’re keeping it from the PID, it’s serious.”

      Draven spoke up again. “Dad says it might be because their leader’s in town. Some woman. They don’t want her coming to stick her nose in Coven business.”

      “Angelica Cross,” Caelum spoke up. “My family hates her. She’s a vamplet.”

      “What the Hell is a vamplet?” Michael asked.

      “It’s a half vampire, half something else. Usually human, sometimes magical,” Daphne explained. “It means she’s immortal, but she has limitations on her vampiric abilities. She can go out in daylight, but she has to drink blood as well as eat real food to live.”

      Robert gave a little shiver. “How can you drink human blood when you’re part human? That’s vile.”

      “Vamplets don't have a choice,” Draven said sharply. Well, sharply for him, being so soft-spoken. “Most of them hate it, too.”

      Salem glanced at the pale boy, how the whites of his eyes looked more bloodshot than was normal. How he went to the Medics so often with a phantom weakness. How, when they’d first met, he’d run away from Salem’s bloody knee. How he always advocated for creatures.

      He’s a vamplet, he’s part vampire, he thought, eyes widening. Apparently a vampire who never drinks blood, since he’s always weak. Was Edelstone crazy, letting him in here? He could kill us all!

      Draven caught his eye, and something there must have shown him that Salem knew his bloody little secret. He gave a minute shake of the head, eyes pleading. For the moment, Salem kept his mouth shut. Only because he didn’t want to be the cause of pandemonium.

      “So what’s Edelstone doing to combat the Darkness?” Michael asked.

      “Probably an arse load of nothing,” Caelum replied, brushing his hair from his eyes.

      “He’s right,” Daphne said. “He doesn’t seem to be taking this as seriously as we are, unless they are going to take care of it on their own. Which I doubt.”

      Caelum scoffed. “That’s because he’s a bloody coward. He doesn’t want to take action against his own bloodline, but he’ll sure as Hell punish us as often as he can.”

      “His bloodline?” Salem asked.

      Caelum nodded. “Edelstone is part of Clan Munro. Surely you all knew that?”

      “I did,” Robert said.

      He was the only one, however. Daphne, Michael, and Draven all looked like someone had hit ‘pause’ on them: they were completely still, identical looks of astonishment on their faces.

      Salem hadn’t known, either, and that made him wonder why Edelstone was so against the Dark. “Well, that doesn’t mean he’s evil, does it?” he asked. “Or are you going to try and tell the three of us that it’s worrisome?” He gestured to himself, Caelum, and Robert.

      “What’s worrisome about it is that, unlike you three, he’s not doing anything to stop the growing Darkness,” Daphne said. “Not everyone in Clan Munro is evil, but if he keeps on ignoring the danger at his feet, we have to say something. Maybe to your dad, Draven.”

      Draven nodded, but he didn’t seem all that enthusiastic about the prospect.

      His father must be the vamp, Salem thought.

      “Fraser, your mum should go talk to him,” Michael suggested. “She’s an Elder, after all. He’ll listen to her more than he would to us.”

      “I’ll talk to her,” she said.

      Salem looked around at everyone, all sitting there in secret, discussing things far above their pay grade … considering that they didn’t even have jobs yet. They weren’t supposed to be there. The kids weren’t supposed to save the world. That was what the books and movies said. Not reality.

      “Does anyone else think that this is absolutely mental?” he asked. “Edelstone should be taking care of this, not us! Where are the adults when we need them?”

      Caelum leaned back and smirked, but there was no happiness in the small smile. “They’re up our arses when we don’t want them. ‘Do this, go here, get married, stop bringing shame to the family’. But when Hell’s about to rain down, they’re suspiciously silent.”

      Salem exchanged a glance with Daphne.

      “Cae? Is this a general description, or something you want to get off your chest?” Daphne asked.

      He shook his head. “All I’m saying is that adults are full of Pege poop.”

      “Aw, what happened, Lynx? Did your mum forget to give you catnip? Or switch your wet food for dry?” Salem said. The insult slipped out without him meaning to, and he cursed himself for his lack of control. The Lynxes lived in the lap of luxury. They had millions of pounds in their vaults, immense respect in the magical community, and a cache of Dark magic to use at their disposal without being ridiculed.

      The Sinclairs had nothing ever since his father married an apprentice witch and fell out of favour with the rest of Clan Munro. Salem had grown up knowing how low class they were considered. He’d spent the past six years of his life being in direct competition with Caelum.

      Hearing Caelum complain about his powerful family irked Salem more than he wanted to admit.

      The shifter narrowed his eyes and sat forward, no longer even slightly joking as his mouth pulled into a sneer.

      “What, you think it’s all catnip and luxury at Lynx Manor?” he asked, having eyes only for Salem. “Do you think I go home to balls and parties and get shown off like a prized pet? Do you, Sinclair? For all I know, my parents are a part of this growing Darkness.

      “I never actually went home last summer. Did you know that? Did you? And because of that my parents are in the process of disowning me. I am no longer their son unless I go home for the Winter Solstice and participate in a Dark ritual.” His eyes narrowed even more. “Maybe we should trade places. I’m sure you’d love the farce of a ceremony I have to go through.”

      Salem cocked his head, doing his best to keep his emotions in check. He rolled up the sleeve of his ill-fitting grey sweater and showed Caelum the healed scars from cigar burns along his inner forearm from his childhood. “You want to trade places with me, Lynx? Be my guest. I’ll take your posh clothes and Dark rituals if you take my rags and continuous beatings at home.”

      Daphne, though she already knew about Salem’s horrible father, still looked traumatised at the sight of the wounds. Michael and Robert’s faces were blank, and Draven pointedly looked away.

      Caelum, however, lost his angry sneer. Slowly, he sat back in his chair, unblinking as he kept his eyes on the wounds. He leaned back and lifted the front of his t-shirt, revealing long, thin scars on his abdomen. “Well, Sinclair, it looks like you and I have yet another thing in common: our parents are bloody psychopaths. Those aren’t the only scars I have. And I’m sure those aren’t the only ones you hide under those oversized clothes of yours.”

      Everyone was silent now, and Salem felt like the world’s worst person. But how was he to know that Caelum was just as abused as he was? Not like he and Lynx were friends, or even casual acquaintances.

      “Let’s call it a truce then, boys?” Daphne said, looking between them.

      “Fine,” Salem said.

      Caelum shrugged. “Sure. I’ve got more important things to deal with anyway.”

      “So, to get back to the point here, are we decided that we’re going to give the adults a chance to attack this Darkness before we do anything more?” Robert asked, bringing the conversation back around to their original intentions.

      Salem wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. And judging by the look on Daphne and Caelum’s faces, they didn’t either.

      “I think so,” Michael said slowly. “Unless Daphne says it’s getting worse.”

      She nodded, relenting. “I’ll meditate, use the candles. Anything I can to monitor this. As long as it doesn’t grow, we won’t poke the hornet’s nest.”

      Salem caught Caelum’s eye. He didn’t look happy about sitting back and doing nothing. For once, Salem was inclined to agree with the other boy. The Light had never treated him well, save for Daphne, but that didn't mean he wanted to lose the Coven to the Dark, either.

      The meeting broke up then, with Michael and Robert leaving first to be sure they weren’t seen. Then Daphne and Caelum left, as they had a class to study for together. That left Salem and Draven.

      The two stared at each other for a moment, both of them seemingly at a loss for words.

      “You know, don’t you?” Draven asked sadly, twisting his fingers in the sleeve of his cardigan.

      “Know? No, can't say that I do,” Salem replied diplomatically. “I can only assume, based on things I’ve observed and you’ve let slip.”

      Draven gave a small smile. “And you could’ve told everyone. Yet you didn’t. Why? Why protect me?”

      Salem leaned back against the unused blackboard. “I’m not protecting you. It’s … not my secret to tell. However…” He stood back up, eye-to-eye with the vamplet. “If you ever make a move to harm anyone, I know a neat little garlic spell.”

      “Just when I think you might actually have a heart under all that attitude…” Draven trailed off, still smiling softly, almost ruefully. “You don’t have to worry, I don’t plan on eating any of my friends. Or enemies, for that matter.”

      He turned and went to leave when Salem called him back.

      “You might want to tell Lynx what you are,” he advised. “Secrets do nothing between lovers.”

      Draven’s pale face was suffused with pink. “We’re not—”

      “Not yet,” Salem said. “If you do plan on lowering yourself to his standards, then you had best be honest. Because the Lynx family is cruel. If you hurt him, if you lie, he will use your bloodline to destroy you.”
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      “All right, everyone, it is our last day before the Winter Break. Please be advised that the Winter Solstice Ball is tonight, and no one under the age of sixteen may attend,” Mrs. Donahue reminded everyone that morning in Everyday Spells class.

      Caelum accidentally caught the eye of Kimberly Morrison, whom he’d been dating on and off since September. She winked at him and he felt his stomach twist with mild disgust. Not that she wasn’t gorgeous; she was. And until quite recently, she had been an excellent girlfriend. He’d never dated anyone for that long before.

      But that had been before Draven had gone out on a date with an upperclassman, another Fraser wizard. Caelum had been harbouring a crush on his friend since they’d met, but had refrained from acting on it. For one thing, he had no idea if it was normal to be interested in both boys and girls. For another, he was certain that Draven wasn’t interested in boys. And he’d been proven wrong.

      Why him and not me? Caelum wondered darkly, looking at the back of Draven’s head. What’s so special about him?

      “Mr. Lynx, if you’re done with your study of the back of Mr. Silver’s head, would you like to answer my question?” Donahue’s high voice broke through his reverie.

      His face flamed as Draven turned around to look at him. Even the pale boy was blushing as the rest of the class laughed.

      “Sorry, Mrs. D.,” Caelum called. “What was the question?”

      Once class was over, Caelum looked for Kimberly. She was whispering and giggling with Daphne in the hall. “Oi, Kim, can we talk?” he asked. “Privately? No offence, Daph.”

      Daphne waved a hand and said, “No offence taken. I’m going to go wash my hair so it looks nice for the Ball.” She walked away and left Caelum with a widely smiling Kimberly.

      “So?” she asked, sidling up next to him.

      “I … don’t think I can take you to the Ball tonight,” Caelum muttered. Normally he didn't have any problems with breaking a date. People were allowed to change their minds. But Kimberly was high strung. And this could possibly make Daphne angry with him, too, since the girls were friends.

      “What? Why not? Are you sick?” she demanded.

      Yeah. Lovesick and moonsick, Caelum thought. “No … I just think that you and I aren’t quite right for each other. I hope you’re not mad.”

      Kimberly scoffed, staring at him with wide, angry eyes. “Mad? You broke up with me hours before our first ball! I’m not mad, I’m bloody livid! You — you feline twatwaffle!” Her mouth moved a few more times, unable, it seemed, to get any more words out thanks to her fury. Finally, she waved her hand at Caelum and cast, “Imber!”

      It caused water to pelt down on top of Caelum’s head, mimicking a glass of water thrown indignantly in his face. She then stepped on his foot before stalking away in a huff.

      Caelum shook himself out, wringing the water from his shaggy brown hair. He hated getting wet as much as an actual cat did. He couldn’t even be angry: he deserved what he got and worse. It was a lousy thing to do, but at least it was more honourable than taking her to the ball whilst lusting after his friend.

      Up ahead, Salem was walking with Robert. Robert was pretty cool, but Caelum hated that he was so close with Sinclair. He didn't trust the Dark magician any further than he could throw him.

      “What happened, Lynx?” Robert asked upon seeing him.

      “Girl trouble,” he replied. “I guess some of them don’t like being turned down.” He glanced at Salem. “Not like you’d know. I don’t know how Daphne tolerates you. Not like any other girls are knocking down your door.”

      Salem bristled, but you couldn’t tell except for the rising of his chin and narrowing of his eyes.

      “Pathetic low blow from someone who smells like a wet cat,” he replied. He glared at Caelum and stalked away, leaving Robert behind.

      “Mate, you have got to stop antagonising Salem whenever you feel like crap,” Robert said. “He’s going to snap one day, and I am pretty sure you’ll be his first target.”

      Caelum sighed as he cast a spell to dry his hair. “His very presence irks me. How do you hang around him?”

      Robert sighed, pushing shaggy blond hair back into his careful coif. “Truth? Us Clan Munro members should stick together. Especially now, when people are looking at even the youngest and smallest of us as possible evildoers. Salem’s one of us, and whether you like it or not, Caelum, so are you.”

      Late that night, Caelum was sitting alone in his room at Fraser Manor, feeling let down and dejected. He had considered going to the ball on his own, but the thought of seeing Draven there with someone put a stop to that.

      I should have just gone with Kim, he thought. She’s pretty enough to distract me. But I even screwed that up.

      With a sigh, he flopped back on his bed and stared at the ceiling. Between having to go home the next day and his conflicted heart, he wished he could just vanish. Not die, but rather not exist at all. At least until he was eighteen and legally able to get the bloody Hell out of the Coven, maybe even out of the UK.

      There was a soft knock at his door, and he would have pretended to be asleep, except for the fact that his record player was on.

      Probably Mrs. Fraser, he thought. “Come in.”

      The door opened and Draven’s shaggy head poked in. “Hey.” He stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

      “What are you doing here?” Caelum asked, propping himself up on his elbows. “Why aren’t you at the dance?”

      “I was going to ask you the same question,” Draven replied. He came and sat at the edge of Caelum’s bed. “What happened to Kimberly?”

      Caelum shrugged. “I don’t like her like that.”

      Draven arched an eyebrow. “Really? I was under the impression that you didn’t necessarily need to like anyone to date them.”

      “Maybe I’m growing up.” And growing heartsick. “And what about you? What about that boy in Everyday Spells class?”

      Draven sighed. “Well, um, I guess I don’t really like him like that, either. I broke off our date tonight.”

      Caelum managed a smirk. “So we’re both nursing broken hearts, huh? Should I go and get some ice cream and find a sappy human movie to watch?”

      Draven chuckled. “The Frasers don’t have a TV or VCR.”

      They sat there for a while in silence, letting the record Caelum had put on play on low. Caelum wasn’t sure what to say or do, and it was a new feeling for him. He was so confident usually. So in control. He didn’t feel like he controlled the situation with Draven. The exact opposite, in fact.

      Determined to get back in some control, he leapt off the bed and held out his hand. “Come on. Just because we’re not at the ball doesn’t mean we can’t dance.”

      His friend looked up in surprise. “I can’t dance.”

      “So? That’s the fun of it. No one’s going to judge you.” Caelum grabbed Draven’s hand, feeling his cold skin, and said, “I want to dance. With you.”

      Draven looked down at their joined hands and his fair face turned a light shade of pink. “I — okay.” He stood up and Caelum wrapped his free arm around Draven’s waist.

      They were flush against each other, and Caelum could hear Draven’s heartbeat in his ears thanks to his lynx abilities.

      Despite his height, Caelum was a great dancer, with all the lithe grace of the animal he turned into. While Draven was clumsy and awkward in class and social situations, he was surprised to find that his friend was a good dancer as well.

      His senses were going haywire merely being this close to Draven. He was only two inches taller, so they were pretty much nose to nose as they danced to the human record Caelum had bought the previous year.

      Draven’s cold hand was on Caelum’s back, while his other held Caelum’s. That touch drove the shifter absolutely mental, and he hated himself. It wasn’t right to fall for your friend. Especially when Caelum wasn’t sure if he was gay or straight or something else.

      But all he was sure of was that Draven felt so nice against him, solid and comforting. Caelum had grown up in a house without comfort, never truly knowing a kind touch. Until he moved into the Frasers’ house. Until he met Draven.

      The record went into a faster song, and Caelum was grateful as he moved away, taking one of Draven’s hands in his. They began to dance faster, and Caelum wished he could photograph the smile on his friend’s face.

      The last song on the record began, a ballad, and Caelum was going to sit it out. He really was. But in the candlelight, with the music swelling, Draven seemed so perfect. So handsome. He had to dance with him; he couldn’t help it.

      “Why did you really break up with Kimberly?” Draven asked quietly, barely audible above the record. “You can tell me.” He looked up with bright hazel eyes.

      Caelum felt his breath catch in his throat, unsure of what to say or do. Telling the truth would cost him his friendship, and he couldn’t have that.

      “Because I want someone else,” he admitted. “Someone I can’t have.”

      “Daphne?” Draven asked, aghast.

      “Gaia, no. Just drop it. Keep dancing.” Caelum tightened his grip on Draven’s waist.

      Draven looked up and met Caelum’s eyes again, and it looked like his pupils had widened and the whites of his eyes looked reddish in the candlelight. Something about his gaze drew Caelum in, intoxicating him. He couldn’t look away.

      “Tell me,” Draven pressed, his quiet voice as musical as the singer on the record.

      And Caelum felt powerless to refuse the simple request. However, he also couldn’t bring himself to say the words out loud. So he did the first thing he could think of and leaned down and kissed Draven.

      His friend’s lips were thin and soft and pliant under his own and he kissed back. Tentative at first, but he soon matched Caelum’s pace.

      Caelum wrapped his arms tighter around Draven, one hand on his back and the other in his soft brown hair. Draven had one hand on Caelum’s chest, the other on his waist. His fingers tightened in Caelum’s t-shirt as he deepened the kiss.

      It was the most wonderful thing Caelum had ever felt, and he didn’t want the kiss to ever end. And it seemed Draven didn’t either. As Caelum pulled away for breath, Draven began to press little kisses to his neck, nipping him slightly.

      It was then that Draven pulled back almost violently, breaking the moment and the kiss at once. He backed out of Caelum’s embrace, not meeting his friend’s eyes.

      “Draven, what is it?” Caelum asked. “What happened?”

      “I’m sorry,” Draven whispered, his voice hoarse. “I can’t. I can’t do this, Cae. I’m so sorry.” He turned and dashed out of Caelum’s room just as the record ended.

      The wah-wah sound of the record continuing to spin echoed in the room, drowning out the sound of Caelum’s heart breaking into a thousand pieces.
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        * * *

      

      Salem sat in his room, fully dressed except for his silken robe. Not that it was a great robe. He’d bought it for a pittance at the local seamstress’ and had mended it with the help of Martha Quigley. Still, it looked awful, and hung awkwardly on his thin frame.

      How can I take Daphne, a Fraser, to the ball like this? he wondered, looking down at himself. I feel like Cinderella, but I don't think any Fae Folk want to come give me a decent outfit to wear.

      With a sigh, he stood up and slipped the robe over his shoulders. He supposed it would have to do. Otherwise he would have to stand Daphne up, and no way was he going to do that. Not to her.

      As he exited his room, he bumped into Robert, who had stopped in while he was getting ready.

      “Off to the ball?” he asked. He was wearing silvery grey robes with sea green edging that shimmered in the light. Everything about him was put together and screamed power. Unlike Salem.

      “Yes,” Salem replied somewhat doubtfully. “If Daphne will be seen with me looking like this.” He gestured to his black robe.

      Robert grimaced. “She is a Fraser. They believe in appearances over all things. Best of luck, mate.” He patted him on the shoulder and walked away, leaving Salem in a muddle of self-consciousness.

      If he wasn’t worried about standing Daphne up, he would have dashed back into his room and hid until winter break was over. But that wasn’t the image he wanted to portray. That wasn’t what he wanted people to think of him.

      After nearly dying the year before, he was determined to never be seen as a cowering victim again. And that meant standing tall and proud even in the face of potential embarrassment.

      After one last check of his hair — lank and dull as always — he turned on his heel and exited the house, heading toward the castle.

      As he came closer, he made a detour to the castle gardens. They were one of his favourite places, and he knew their layout well as he searched for calla lilies. They represented purity and love, and while he was unable to tell Daphne how much he loved her, he hoped that the flower would help her understand.

      He entered the vestibule of the front hall and it took him mere seconds to spot Daphne. She was standing off to the side, near the phone banks where students could call home if they so desired. His heart stuttered at the sight of her.

      She stood straight backed, her long red hair partially tied with a braid to keep it from her face. The rest of her locks descended past her shoulders in soft waves. She wore a traditional dress: floor-length, pale pink silk, with a corset top that had white silk ribbon to keep the corset in place. Her robe over it was also pale pink, with white lace at the edges. She was so beautiful, Salem felt more inadequate than ever to be her date.

      Daphne turned her head and spotted Salem, blue eyes widening in joy as she waved at him.

      It was too late to turn back; Salem stepped forward and she met him halfway, giving him a warm hug that he returned, careful not to break the stem of the flower. He pulled away from her slowly, and before he could think, he leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to her lips which she returned. Kissing her still scared him. He was afraid that one day she’d push him away and laugh in his face.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said.

      She blushed. “Thank you, Sal.”

      “Almost makes this look awful in comparison.” He held out the flower, once again feeling inadequate. You were supposed to buy your date something special for your first ball. He had overheard some of the girls giggling over who was getting what bit of jewellery or pricey bouquet.

      “My favourite flower!” Daphne said. “You remembered!”

      “How could I forget? I know it’s not much but…” Salem took her hand in his and spotted the silver chain-link bracelet she wore. “Necto.” The stem of the lily began to twist and turn on its own, weaving in between the chain to turn the bracelet into a corsage. “Adservo,” he cast. That spell would enable the flower to last there forever without dying, as long as it wasn’t removed from the bracelet.

      Daphne reached up and kissed him this time, quick and sweet. “It’s perfect. Thank you, Salem.”

      Magic sparked between them, his green and hers pink, sending shivers down his spine.

      “Shall we?” he asked, holding his arm out for her to take it. She looped her arm through his and smiled up at him.

      They bypassed the main hall and went down to the ballroom, where the orchestra could be heard playing from some length away. People littered the hall, talking and snogging, and they passed them to get into the ballroom.

      It was done up in tasteful white, gold, and silver to match the colours of the Solstice. The table decorations were small holly plants, which brought in the colours of green and red to complete the setting.

      The tables could fit six people at a time, and they were set up around the perimeter of the room, leaving a large space in the middle for dancing. Many couples and groups were already on their feet, and the orchestra was going strong. There was a long table with refreshments against another wall, as far from the dancers as possible.

      The Coven elders were milling about, including Edelstone, keeping an eye on everyone. While the ball was open to the whole Coven, it was always the younger set who came to it. Many preferred to celebrate the Solstice on their own. But the ball was a time honoured tradition and as long as someone came to it, the Coven would keep hosting it every year.

      Salem’s nerves began to act up again, in this room full of people who disliked him simply because he had the misfortune to be born in a low class family in Clan Munro.

      “You okay?” Daphne asked quietly. “Because we can leave.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m quite all right. Can I get you a drink?”

      She smiled and said, “I’d much rather dance with you.”

      That gave Salem pause. “Um … you do realise that, if we dance, people might know about us.”

      “I know. But Sal … I don’t want to keep you a secret,” she admitted. “I know this is as bad as Romeo and Juliet, but maybe we can prove that Frasers and Munros can coexist. That we can be even more.” Her free hand pressed to his chest as she moved to stand in front of him.

      He looked down at her, surprised and pleased. “You could be ostracised.”

      “I don’t care.” She took both his hands in hers and dragged him toward the dancefloor. “I don’t give a damn what they think. I’m with you, and that’s that.”

      Salem smiled, something he rarely did, especially at school events, and wrapped one arm around Daphne’s waist. “May I have this dance, Miss Fraser?”

      “You can have them all, Mr. Sinclair,” she replied with a bright smile of her own.

      The orchestra struck up a spirited dance, and Salem was glad that he and Robert had taken some classes over the summer, or else he’d have fallen flat on his face. Daphne was light and nimble on her feet, dancing around him like a faerie.

      After two dances, Salem was starting to loosen up and enjoy himself. Daphne made it easy for him. Her Light was so palpable, it brought joy to anyone near her. Once more, he thought of his own innate Darkness and felt as though he didn’t deserve her. He didn’t deserve someone so good and wonderful. But that didn’t mean he was about to be noble and give her up.

      That wasn’t his nature. He’d keep her as close as he could, never letting go unless it was she who asked him to. He didn’t deserve her, but as long as he had her, he’d savour every second.

      After another dance, Daphne announced that she needed to rest.

      “Go sit, I’ll bring you a drink,” Salem said. He watched as she went to a table where a sulking Kimberly was sitting alone. He smirked to himself that Caelum Lynx had probably not heard the last of it from her for breaking their date that day.

      When he brought their drinks back to the table, it had begun to fill up. Robert was sitting there, sans date, and Michael was also there, his date on his arm but not looking very interested.

      He wanted to turn tail and run away. Sitting at that table would be tantamount to self-torture. But he couldn’t show his cowardice. He had to go and sit and pretend that everything was fine.

      He slid into his seat in between Daphne and Robert and handed her a glass.

      “Thanks,” she said with a smile. “Can you believe what Caelum did?”

      He nodded. “Robert and I saw the aftermath this afternoon.”

      “Even I didn’t know he was going to do that,” Michael commented. “And we tell each other everything.”

      “Draven’s not here, either,” Daphne said. “He broke off his date with Anderson for tonight. Anderson was really vexed.”

      Kimberly scoffed. “Maybe they belong together. They’re both heartless.”

      “I’m sure Cae had a good reason,” Daphne disagreed.

      “I’m not,” Salem scoffed. “Full offence, he’s kind of an arsehole.”

      “Spoken by the president of the Arsehole Club,” Michael said.

      “Even so,” Daphne interrupted, “Draven isn’t. At all. It’s odd of him to behave that way. I hope he’s all right.”

      Salem put his hand briefly over Daphne’s. She was always so in tune with everyone’s emotions. “I am sure he’s fine. Anderson is so dull he makes watching pus caterpillars mate interesting. Even someone as mild mannered as Draven would find him tiresome after some time.”

      Michael laughed. “I hate to say it, but you’re right.”

      Robert got up from the table a few moments later, and the orchestra struck up a modern song from the human world.

      “Oh, I love this song,” Kimberly said. “If only I had someone to dance with!”

      Daphne stood up and said, “You can dance with me. After all, no one said friends aren’t allowed to dance together, right?” She held her hand out and Kimberly giggled as she took it.

      “Lynx won’t know what he’s missing,” Kimberly said as they walked away from the table.

      Salem smiled a little at Daphne’s retreating form, but now he had a problem: he was left alone with Michael and some witch he didn’t know at all except to pass in the halls sometimes.

      “So … how did you manage to get Fraser to agree to come with you tonight?” Michael asked nonchalantly. However, his expression was anything but casual. There was a dark gleam in his eyes that Salem recognised. He always had that look before he said or did something reprehensible to him.

      “I asked. She said yes. Unlike some people, I don’t have to bribe my dates,” Salem replied.

      “Date? So this is a date? Question, does Fraser know that?”

      Salem’s pulse began to race and he tried to tamp down the anger rising in his chest. “As a matter of fact, she does. Furthermore, she called it a date. Not I. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      Michael didn’t have as great of a poker face as Salem did, and the shock that crossed his features was genuine. “I didn’t think her taste ran that bad. I mean, she turned me down and then went with you? Maybe she pities you.”

      “Go to Hell, Smith,” Salem hissed. “I am so sorry that your fragile ego can’t fathom a world where the woman you desire would prefer someone else. But I suppose it’s time you realised that the world does not cater to your emotions.”

      Michael leaned across the table, having forgotten all about his date, who looked upset, and rightfully so.

      “Maybe you need to realise that Fraser is far too good for the likes of you and your Dark family. She might feel sorry for you now, being the outcast and all. But I assure you, the only thing she feels for you is pity, the same thing she feels for Kim right now, and the same thing she’d feel for an abandoned baby bird. You’re not special, Sinclair. You’ll figure that out soon enough, I suppose.”

      Salem was caught between anger and despair. He wanted to hex Michael so badly there would be no counter-curse. But more than anything, he wanted to run away. He always had, ever since he was little. First to run away from home, and then to run away from the Coven when it seemed like, no matter where he went, there was always someone ready to abuse him.

      Fighting back tears, Salem stood up abruptly, sending his chair careening to the floor. “Piss off, Smith.” He didn’t run, though he wanted to. Instead he walked briskly and with purpose out of the ballroom.

      Only when he entered the hallway and found it empty did he give himself permission to run, to get somewhere quiet. He found the empty Household Charms classroom and slammed the door shut behind him, letting hurt tears flow from his eyes.

      Because while Michael was trying to be cruel, there was some truth to his words. Daphne cared more for others than herself. Who was to say that she wasn’t only dating him out of pity, until she found someone she really liked?

      He didn’t know how long he cried until the door slowly began to open, spilling light from the corridor into the room, along with the faint sounds of music.

      “Sal? Are you okay?” Daphne poked her head into the room. When she got a look at his tearstained face, she dashed over to him, the door ajar. “Oh, Gaia, what happened?” She put one hand on his shoulder, the other on his face, tilting his head upward to look her in the eye.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he whispered. “Why don’t you go back to the ball?”

      She shook her head. “It does matter, Sal. Because you matter. You matter to me. So tell me.”

      Salem felt like he was lightheaded at her words. No one had ever told him he mattered before. Never. Not until Daphne.

      Slowly, he began to explain what Michael had said, about how horrible he felt, how pathetic.

      “Oh Salem. Listen to me. Please. You know me. You know I have an attitude problem and I don’t take anyone’s shit, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Then why on Earth do you think I’d agree to date you out of anything but love?”

      Salem’s breath caught at her words. “Love?”

      Daphne gave a soft smile, one that sent a shiver down his spine. “Yes, you idiot. I love you. I think I’ve loved you since we were ten. I don’t pity you and never have.” She reached out and kissed him softly, and the magic between them sparked on his skin. “Feel that? That’s not pity. It’s magic. My magic calls to yours, and vice versa.”

      She placed one hand in his inky black hair and kissed him again. His hands came around her waist, feeling her warmth through the silk of her dress.

      “I love you,” he whispered against her lips, and proceeded to kiss her again, savouring the feeling of her lips on his, of their magic intertwining.

      Daphne pulled away for breath and whispered, “No matter what happens, no matter how bad it gets, remember tonight, Salem. Because this,” she gestured between them, “cannot ever be broken.”
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      Salem didn’t go home the next day for winter break. He was still working as an assistant at Piper’s Potion Shop and didn’t want to give up two weeks’ pay. His mother gave permission for him to stay.

      The great thing? Draven, Caelum, Robert, and Michael had all gone home. That meant there was no one to get in between Daphne and him. Not that Robert had done anything wrong, it was just that he was becoming closer friends with the others that it made Salem worry.

      When he woke up the next morning, he couldn’t help the smile that came to his face as he remembered the previous night. All his life, he had never known love. There had been no love between his parents, only thinly veiled resentment. He had certainly never been shown proper affection. And he hadn’t recognised it when he’d begun to feel it.

      Now, now he knew what he’d been missing all his life. Because what he felt for Daphne wasn’t only romantic love. She wasn’t just his girlfriend, she was his best friend. Being with her made him feel that, if the rest of the world vanished, leaving only the two of them, he’d be just fine with it. She was all he needed.

      He got out of bed and dressed before going downstairs for breakfast. His shift at the shop didn't begin until that night because the potion he had to brew needed moonlight.

      Just as he was wondering if he should find Daphne, there was a knock at the front door. She stood behind it, dressed warmly in a thick, fur lined robe and mittens.

      “Have you seen the snow? The whole Coven’s been blanketed in white. Come on, get dressed,” she said.

      Salem dressed in his winter robe and boots and followed her outside. The snow crunched under their boots as they walked around to a large field beside the castle. Other children were out playing, throwing snowballs and building snowmen that would smile, wink, and even wiggle their carrot noses with simple spells.

      Daphne made the first move, throwing a snowball at his feet. A few more magically flew into the air around her. “Come on,” she called. “Or don’t you want to fight a girl?”

      Salem smirked. “What do I get if I beat you?”

      “Bragging rights, since we all know I’m better at charms,” she replied. “And if I beat you, what do I get?”

      Salem thought for a moment. He didn’t think he had anything anybody wanted, least of all her. “Whatever you want.”

      “I hope that’s a promise, Sal,” she called as she sent another snowball at him.

      “Hey, that’s not fair,” Salem called. “You didn’t say we started!”

      She stuck her tongue out at him and then they proceeded to have a magically charged snowball fight. Salem couldn’t recall the last time he had smiled and laughed so much in one afternoon.

      It looked like he was winning until Daphne sent out a rather large snowball, almost as big as his head.

      He used magic to break it apart before it could hit him, and to his surprise, she was now standing just a few inches from him and tackled him down into the snow. There was so much of it, it didn't even hurt. He wrapped his arms around her and she giggled as she held herself suspended above him.

      “I win,” she proclaimed triumphantly, kissing him on the nose.

      He pulled her down into a real kiss, tasting strawberry lip gloss and smelling her sage shampoo.

      Actually, I think I won.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lynx Manor stood in Sydenham Hill Wood, not far from a chapel and school. Humans often went to those woods to hunt deer and other assorted woodland animals.

      It was the only house in sight for about a mile, standing on what locals considered sacred ground. Caelum thought it was the biggest bunch of rubbish he had ever heard. The only thing that made it sacred was all the corpses buried there over the past centuries, ever since the Lynxes had made Sydenham their home.

      He was ever so glad that the full moon had happened before the family began their own Solstice celebrations. The last thing he wanted was to be forced to shift at home. He was safer in the forest in the Coven, even with the dryadali that lived there.

      Still, every Winter Solstice, the Lynx family had a ‘familial hunt’. And since Caelum was now sixteen, he was required to join them. It was their version of an initiation. Once a Lynx participated in the hunt, they were officially part of the family.

      Caelum didn’t want to do it. He had been dreading it almost his entire life, when he found out exactly what — or should be say who — his parents hunted.

      They didn’t hunt animals or other game. They hunted apprentice witches and wizards.

      The Lynxes had the same values as most of Clan Munro: that apprentices should not be allowed. That if you were not born with magic already in your veins, then you should not be taught it. Magic, to them, was a gift that should not be shared.

      On one hand, Caelum understood. Teaching apprentices magic, even the simplest forms, could result in death or serious harm. On the other, he thought that punishing apprentices by death, as Clan Munro had done and was still trying to do, was extreme.

      He refused to hunt a human being. It was vile and disgusting. There was an organisation set up specifically for shifters to get the organs they needed to consume to survive. There was no need to hunt. Yet the Lynxes were too proud to utilise the organ banks set up by the PID.

      “We are not kept pets, being fed by the hands of mortals … or vampires, for that matter,” Caelum’s mother, Lavinia, often said. “It is a great dishonour to make proud shifters pay for sustenance as though we are in their debt.”

      Caelum disagreed. So did Draven. He and Caelum had often had long conversations about the ways that vampires and shifters were allowed to feed. Because Draven’s father worked for the PID, he had information and insight others might not.

      The blood and organ banks were set up by Angelica Cross, a vamplet from Chicago, in order to help creatures who needed them to be able to feed safely. Without the need to hunt, there was also no need to kill humans. And the less creatures killed humans, the safer they would be.

      But some vampires and shifters, even those outside the magical community, turned their noses up at Miss Cross’ solution. Many believed that it was a creature’s natural born right to hunt. Humans were prey just like cattle and pigs. Most of those creatures didn’t survive for long. The paranormal government came and hunted them down. There was only one punishment for a creature who killed mortals: death.

      That line of thinking made Caelum think of Draven, and what had happened the previous night. A blush rose to his cheeks, despite the fact that he never, ever blushed.

      And then he remembered that there was a chance that he had ruined his friendship with Draven. All because he couldn’t keep his lips to himself.

      Everything blows and I wish I was dead, he thought, not for the first time in his life. He stared out his bedroom window at the nearly full moon. I hate what I am, I hate what my family stands for. And I can’t ever run away. I will carry the burden of those they killed with me forever.

      Caelum felt so restless, he didn’t know what to do. As he stared out his window, he spotted two of the humans his parents’ employed as manservants walking from the direction of the highway. Between them was another person, clad in a long grey robe. Grey robes were traditional garb for apprentices.

      The apprentice had a bag over their head and their hands were bound in iron chains. Iron blocked magic, even taught magic.

      Bile rose in his throat and only one thought was prevalent in his mind: I’ve gotta get out of here.

      He knew his parents would be in the parlour, which meant he could leave through the back door and not be noticed until it came time to get him for “the hunt”. Every year the family took great pains to have security around their land, to be sure that no one came to disturb them.

      Caelum used to think they were worried about hunters, until he finally got part of the story as he had eavesdropped on his parents when he was eleven.

      “It’s getting dangerous, Vin,” his father said to his mother. “Every year, The Zoo increases their search area, and it won’t be long until Lynx Manor is discovered. And you know they will take whomever is easiest.”

      “Caelum,” Lavinia said quietly. “Because kits are so much easier to capture. But I am sure they would take us, as well, if they brought enough reinforcements.”

      Caelum had no idea what The Zoo was, but he knew enough to understand that his family was being hunted.

      Still, the extra security made him feel as though he was safe enough to go out for a run in the moonlight. Perhaps he could stay lost and miss the ritual altogether. It would cause a row, he was sure, but a row and punishment was better than killing an innocent person. Even if his mother hexed him again, it was still worth it to know he had saved a life.

      Once he was outside, he took a deep breath of cold winter air before he closed his eyes, willing his lynx to the surface. Shifting on the full moon was an unbearable ordeal, creating so much pain. However, shifting on his own any other night was as easy as slipping into a pair of comfortable pyjamas.

      It took less than a minute to change into his lynx form, and when he next opened his eyes, he could see clearer in the dark, and hear better as well. Keeping his consciousness as he shifted was a thrilling experience, and while he hated his family, he loved his bloodline. He loved being a shifter.

      Letting out a pleased little yowl, he began to run through the forest at a leisurely pace, feeling the cold, wet earth beneath the pads on his paws. It was freeing, being the lynx. It was the most peaceful experience he had ever had.

      As he turned toward the main road, he could faintly hear what sounded like wings, but he saw no birds. Only a lone bat, landing in a tree up ahead. He continued on his way, until his ears picked up the sound of boots on branches, snapping in the nearly silent night.

      He slipped behind a large tree trunk and turned back into his human form. He hid back there, magic gathering in his palm to get the jump on any possible attacker. Footsteps closed in around the tree, and Caelum leapt out, ready to attack.

      “Whoa, mate, it’s me!”

      Draven stood there, hands out on the defensive, eyes wide beneath his shaggy bangs.

      Caelum’s magic dissipated, and he wasn’t sure what to feel now. Why was Draven there? On that night of all nights?

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Caelum hissed. “Tonight’s the ritual, and if my family sees you here, they will kill you. No questions asked.”

      Draven gave a rueful smile. “They’d find I’m not so easily defeated. Anyway, I came to see you. To talk about last night.”

      “I want to talk about it, too,” Caelum replied. “But right now it’s not such a good idea, mate. Seriously, you’ve got to get outta here.”

      “Why? What does your family do during this ritual?” Draven asked. “You’ve been dreading it since we were kids.”

      “If I told you, you’d hate me,” Caelum admitted. “And I’m not sure I could handle that.”

      Draven reached out and put his cold hands on Caelum’s shoulders. “I could never hate you, Cae. Never. And if you’re so dead set against this ritual, then I will help get you out, so you don’t have to do it. My dad will help.”

      Caelum wanted to cry, fall into his arms, and kiss him, all at once. “They’ll find your family and kill them. You know what us Munros are like.”

      “Not all of you,” Draven said, one hand leaving his shoulder to run along his cheek. “I ran yesterday because I was scared. But I’m not scared anymore. I know what I want, and that’s you.”

      “You should be scared,” Caelum whispered. “Because my kind…”

      “Are no worse than my kind,” Draven insisted, pressing his lips to Caelum’s. “Now, what do you say we get you out of here?”

      Caelum was about to respond when there was the sound of gunfire. In England, in this part of the country, it was common to hear hunters shooting game. However, those were from shotguns. This sounded as though it came from a human film: it was rapidly firing, as though the weapon was automatic. Which was illegal in England.

      Draven’s eyes widened and he said, “I’m guessing that your family’s ritual doesn’t include firearms.”

      “Good bloody guess.” Caelum felt almost frigid with fear. “What do we do?”

      “We go see,” Draven said. “Stay behind me. A silver bullet might hurt me, but it will kill you.”

      That was the bad thing about being a magical shifter: you had a much easier way to die. With magicians, unless it came from a deadly spell or poison, the only way you could be killed not from old age was by being shot five times with iron bullets. As a shifter, a single silver bullet could kill Caelum.

      They made their way back to Lynx Manor, and Caelum tried to hear anything, but all there was were the typical sounds of the forest. Draven, however, looked a little green.

      “Cae, I don’t think you should go in there,” he said, his voice wavering. “I think it’s bad.”

      How would he know that? Caelum wondered. “I have to. There’s an apprentice in there who might need medical attention.”

      “Why is there an apprentice in your house?” Draven asked, but Caelum avoided the question as he surged forward, going toward the front doors.

      The large, oaken double doors were wide open, one of them hanging on a single hinge that looked ready to give way at any moment.

      “I can’t hear anyone inside,” Caelum whispered.

      Draven shook his head, looking more sickly than ever.

      “Come on.” Caelum walked in carefully, wondering if he should remain silent in case whoever had the gun was still there, or call out and see if anyone was all right. See if anyone was alive.

      They both decided to remain silent as they walked through the foyer and into the room where he had last seen his parents. It was normally a parlour for entertaining guests or holding funeral viewings. Lots of antique furniture, wall hangings, and ornate carpets. Now it was a scene from a horror movie.

      Blood was splattered everywhere, covering the wall hangings and staining the wooden tables. Lynxes don’t have a particularly good sense of smell, but there was so much of it that even Caelum could smell the blood.

      Draven always seemed to have a keen nose, and right then he looked ready to pass out. Or perhaps it was because of the scene before them.

      The elder Lynxes were on the floor, both of them had been shot multiple times. The back of Lavinia’s head was blown apart, greyish brains stuck in her coiffed black hair.

      On the floor were what looked like silver collars attached to iron chains. The collars were unlocked, as if the killers had tried to capture them before they killed them.

      Caelum wasn’t sure what he was feeling aside from numb and horrified. He had never gotten along with his parents. Their idea of parenting was hexing him when he did something they considered “bad” and being condescending whenever he did something right. He’d been whipped, he’d been verbally abused, he’d been left in tears as a Stinging Hex made his body feel like hundreds of tiny scorpions were attached to his flesh.

      So was he sad they were dead? No. He couldn’t say that he was. Was he terrified of how they died? Yes.

      “Cae, I’m so sorry,” Draven whispered, taking Caelum’s hand in his. “We have to call the PID.”

      “Wait — I told you there was an apprentice here. We have to find her first.”

      “Okay. Where would she be?” Draven asked.

      Caelum felt sick as he said, “The dungeon, most likely.”

      Draven sighed. “Look, I have to ask: why do you have an apprentice witch in your dungeon?”

      Caelum couldn’t meet his friend’s eyes. He was too ashamed. “The Dark ritual I told you about? My family hunts apprentices like it’s a bloody sport. That’s what I was trying to run away from. They do it at every Solstice, and they were going to force me to take part this time.”

      Draven turned his head so he had to look at him. “What you just told me is disgusting, but you have nothing to be ashamed of. You didn’t take part. And you are still just a teenager. Not like you could have stopped it. Now come on, let’s go rescue her.”

      “If the killers left her alive,” Caelum muttered, taking Draven’s hand in his once again. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For not judging me based on my family. I swear, I’m nothing like them.” Caelum’s eyes pleaded with Draven to believe he was telling the truth.

      “I know,” Draven whispered, leaning in to kiss him. “Come on.”

      Caelum walked briskly down the stone stairs that led to the dungeon, now more confident. He knew the killers weren’t still there, because the equipment had been left. Now he could finally try to begin and right the wrongs of his family.

      The stairs were lit by wall sconces that Caelum set ablaze magically as they passed, so he and Draven could see. At the bottom of the stairs was a locked wooden door. The key hung on a rung on the wall to the right. Caelum plucked it from its hook and began to unlock the door.

      The moment it was open wide enough to slip through, he was assaulted by wind magic and sent flying into the far wall.

      “Did you honestly think handcuffs could hold me?” a woman, presumably the apprentice, asked haughtily.

      Caelum looked up to see the woman standing to her full height, which was fairly tall. She was maybe forty, with long black hair and ratty robes. However, despite not having full access to magic, Caelum had no doubt in his mind that this woman could and would kill him in the blink of an eye.

      “Whoa, hey, stop! We’re not here to hurt you,” Draven cried, holding his hands out. “We’re here to get you out of here.”

      The woman gave Draven a once over. “You’re Bram Silver’s son, aren’t you?”

      He nodded. “How do you know?”

      “Bram is my partner at the PID.”

      Draven’s mouth dropped. “You’re Evelyn Sinclair. Salem’s mother.”

      Caelum looked between the two, trying to take in everything he was hearing. And ignore the bile that rose in his throat. Were Salem to find out that the Lynxes had kidnapped his mother, he was sure that he’d find himself poisoned to death before the school year was over.

      Gingerly, he began to stand. “Mrs. Sinclair, I am so sorry. Truly. My family … they were evil. But I can promise you that I’m not like them.”

      “Were? Was that what I heard above? Their deaths?” she asked.

      Caelum nodded. “No one’s going to hurt you now. Someone … someone killed them while I was out.”

      Evelyn glanced between the boys and said, “As a PID agent, I can take this to our office and have someone come investigate. But I advise you both to be out of the house before that happens. Do you have somewhere safe to go, Lynx?”

      Caelum nodded. He could go back to the Coven.

      “But … you aren’t going to get me in trouble?” he asked.

      “Why? You do not deserve to pay for your parents’ sins. I have recently been investigating the yearly disappearances of apprentices in the area. Originally, we thought it was a group of witch hunters from America. But little by little, I was led here. To your family. Which is how they managed to capture me. Silly mistake on my part.

      “So now my case has been solved, though their murder is now something I suppose I will be taking over.” She scoffed. “Solving the murder of my kidnappers. Sounds quite like something a normal human would come up with.”

      She spoke so much like Salem, it was a little unnerving to Caelum. Glancing at the two of them she said, “I advise you both to leave. Return to the Coven. Keep your noses clean. And Draven? Your father worries about you constantly since you fainted last year. Give the man a call one night, will you?”

      Draven gave a small smile. “Sure. And again, we’re really sorry about all of this.”

      Caelum walked over and nodded. “Um … can you not mention this to Salem? We already don’t like each other. I’d rather not add more fuel to the flames.”

      Evelyn glared at him. “Why would I bother my son with my job? Goodbye, Lynx. And I hope that, after tonight, I never see anyone from your bloodline again.”

      Draven tugged on Caelum’s sleeve. “C’mon. Let’s get out of here.”

      Caelum listened and allowed his friend to drag him away, up the stairs and out of the house. Once they were in the clear, cold night, Caelum stopped walking and leaned against a nearby tree.

      It was so dark, the moon barely penetrated the forest, but he could see just fine thanks to his lynx. Draven was watching him with sad eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I know tonight has been … unreal,” he said.

      “I don’t know if I will ever get that sight out of my mind,” Caelum whispered as hot tears came to his eyes. He felt his body begin to tremble, a sign he was going into shock.

      Draven’s arms came around him and he held onto him tightly, burying his face in Draven’s neck.

      Draven pulled him back and kissed him. Caelum kissed back almost desperately, needing the warmth and comfort. Needing the love.

      “You’re okay, Caelum. I’m going to make sure you’re okay. I promise.”
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      “Can you believe my house is silent as a grave?” Daphne said the last day of winter break. “Mum’s in London till tomorrow, and the boys will come back with her.”

      Salem glanced over at her. They were sitting at Cristal’s Cafe, nursing their drinks. Black coffee for Salem, a frothy latte for Daphne. The day before, the duo had celebrated Salem’s seventeenth birthday. He was the first of their class to reach legal age in the magical world. Which meant he could leave the Coven if he wanted. Not that he did. He had a year and a half of basic schooling to finish, and he wanted to apprentice at the store some more. Piper was a horrible potioneer, but she let him do as he pleased most of the time, which allowed his skills to become stronger.

      “You must like the quiet,” he commented.

      She gave him a look under her lashes. “You could always come over there with me. Keep me company tonight.”

      Salem nearly choked on his coffee. “Are you serious?”

      She shrugged, smiling. “If you want to.”

      Taking a deep breath, Salem nodded. “Yeah. I, um, I want to.” Despite the fact that he was extraordinarily nervous now. He had no idea what might happen, or even what he wanted to happen. Which was unusual for him. He was never off guard. Except where Daphne was concerned.

      When it came to her, every single defence he had ever put up was dismantled systematically. To most everyone, he was cold and quiet and possibly evil. With Daphne he was just the opposite. With her, he was free to be himself and know he’d never be ridiculed for it.

      He was happy when he was with her. His magic felt as though it was dancing in his veins with every touch and every smile exchanged. He knew that he would love her for the rest of his life.

      Salem went with Daphne to her house, which was really a manor with seven bedrooms, two libraries, and a meditation room. They hung their winter robes on the coat rack in the foyer and went into the sitting room, which was as big as the Sinclairs’ entire house in Lambeth.

      Daphne took his hand and led him to the off-white chaise lounge. His heart was racing as she pressed her lips to his and he wrapped his arms around her back, holding her to him.

      She turned and sat in his lap so he could hold her closer, feeling her magic everywhere. It tangled with his, sending shivers down his spine. It took a moment to realise why his emotions felt so intense: because he was feeling hers, too, through the conduit of their magic. Green and pink weaved together until it was impossible to distinguish the two colours.

      Daphne pulled away for breath and looked down at him, her pale blue eyes sparkling as she smiled, her cheeks pink.

      “I love you,” Salem whispered.

      “I love you, too,” she replied.

      He pulled her down to him to kiss her again as his hands slipped to the hem of her blouse, feeling unbearably soft skin. His lips moved and he began to kiss her neck. She sighed and her hands tightened in his hair.

      “Please, Sal,” she whispered, kissing his face.

      Before he could do anything about her plea, a voice rang out loudly in the high ceilinged room.

      “Gaia, I’m going to puke up my breakfast.”

      Michael. Salem’s heart sank as he heard his voice and he pulled his lips away from Daphne.

      She looked up and glared behind the couch, where Michael must have been standing. “What are you doing back?”

      “Train was going to be delayed tomorrow. Mum figured I better get here early,” he replied. “And that’s the sight I’m greeted with? Honestly, Fraser, I thought you had better taste. I really did.”

      “Go to Hell, Smith. Oh wait, Satan probably already kicked you out,” she retorted. Slowly she slipped off Salem’s lap, still glaring at Michael. “Why don’t you mind your own business for once and stay away from me? And Salem, for that matter.”

      Salem put his hand on hers. “I don’t expect anything less from him. Come on, we can go back to my place.”

      “Not if you don’t want me to tell Mrs. Fraser,” Michael threatened. “Unless I can get a kiss, too, Daph?”

      “Are you blackmailing me, Smith? You know what, piss off!” Daphne cried. “You’ve always been such a wanker; you can’t handle anyone being liked better than you. I am so sick of you treating Salem and me like second class citizens.” With that, she stormed off, tears in her eyes.

      Michael watched her and rolled his eyes. “Girls.”

      Salem felt a quiet rage in his chest at the other boy. “Oi. You made her cry.”

      “Did I? Or was it because she realised who she’s been snogging?”

      Salem stepped up close to Michael and ignored his comment. “I can handle you treating me poorly. But now you’ve upset Daphne. And I can promise you, Smith, the next time that happens, I am not just going to walk away. Understood?”
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        * * *

      

      Salem knew that threatening Michael was a bad idea. He had done it anyway, because Daphne meant more to him than his own safety. But he knew now that he needed to be aware of every single thing happening around him. Michael and Caelum were bound to get back at him for the threat.

      I still can’t comprehend why Draven and Robert are friends with them, he thought as he waited on the front steps of the school for Daphne to arrive. Just as he was thinking that, he turned and saw Draven and Caelum walking up the steps, holding hands.

      The bat and the cat, he thought. Wonder how long that will last. Probably right until the word “vampire” comes out of Silver’s mouth.

      Draven’s eyes met Salem’s and he gave a small smile as they passed by him and into the school.

      At that moment, Salem’s magic began to spark and he looked up, not surprised to see that Daphne was coming. She didn’t look happy, however. Her arms were crossed over her chest and her blue eyes were dark and downcast.

      Salem went down the stairs to meet her halfway, his hands on her shoulders. “Hey, what happened?”

      “Mum got word in London. Two apprentices were found dead since the Solstice, and another was kidnapped. She was recovered, but they said it was a Clan Munro family who took her.”

      Salem’s stomach sank. “Are you sure?”

      Daphne nodded. “And what’s worse? Michael told her about you and me. Finding us.”

      “But we weren’t doing anything!”

      “It’s my mum. She doesn’t need a concrete reason to get suspicious, especially … especially of a Sinclair.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes, and he knew why.

      Just like Robert said, Clan Fraser wasn’t known for their openness or kindness. Once they thought someone was evil or Dark or anything of that sort, they wrote you off. And Salem had never received a warm welcome from Mrs. Fraser. Unlike Caelum, who was doted on, despite his equally Dark lineage.

      Why was it that he was accepted and absolved of his bloodline’s past atrocities, yet Salem was still ostracised? Was it because he rejected his blood and Salem didn’t? It didn’t make sense. And it hurt Salem more than he cared to admit.

      Salem took Daphne’s hand and said, “You know I’m not like them, don’t you?” Their argument from the year before lingered in the back of his mind, and his heart clenched, concerned that his hasty, prejudiced words had come back to haunt him.

      She looked up into his eyes and nodded without hesitation. “I know, Sal. Moreover, my magic knows. And I trust that more than anything else.”

      He leaned down to kiss her and she smiled into the kiss. Relief rushed through him at her reassurance that she wasn’t just another Fraser snob.

      “Come on, let’s go to class.” She threaded her fingers with his and led him into the castle. Magic sparked between them and he was assured that she was right: their magic knew things their hearts and minds could never comprehend.
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        * * *

      

      “Something the matter?” Robert asked Salem later that night as they were both studying in Robert’s living room. “I mean, you typically look like someone killed a puppy in front of you, but tonight is especially dour.”

      Salem rolled his eyes. “So kind, Ainsley.”

      “But seriously, what’s wrong?” Robert pressed.

      Salem sighed. “Did you hear about the missing and murdered apprentices over break?”

      Robert nodded.

      “Well, they think our kind did it. Clan Munro.”

      “Why are you whispering? Think your little girlfriend can overhear us all the way across Inverness?” Robert teased.

      “It isn’t funny,” Salem insisted. “I think we should call another meeting, because nothing is being done about the apprentices being harmed. We need to decide what to do, who to talk to.”

      “Draven Silver’s father?” Robert suggested.

      Salem gave a half-hearted shrug. “Possibly. But Silver doesn’t want us to meet him. And not like Silver can sneak out of the Coven in the middle of classes and get to London, can he?”

      Robert leaned back in his chair. “That makes me wonder … what’s Silver hiding that makes him so protective of his family? He’s not Clan Munro, so it’s not that he’s trying to hide his bloodline…”

      Salem looked back at his homework. He didn’t want to possibly show on his face how close Robert was to the truth. He didn’t know why he was protecting Silver. Perhaps because he was the only one who never outright tormented him out of their little group. Or because Daphne was close to him. Whatever it was, it kept him quiet.

      Robert sighed. “Whatever. Mate, call another meeting tomorrow. We’ll get this sorted right quick. Because I can’t have people breathing down my neck — and neither can you — when our last year of school is coming up. I have too many plans for that.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day Salem had double Brewing and Medicinal Magic with Robert, Daphne, Draven, and Kimberly Morrison. He was partnered with Robert, and Daphne and Kimberly were at a wooden table across from them.

      All through the first hour, Kimberly had been shooting wary glances at the two of them, sometimes ignoring her work. Daphne kept nudging her to get her back to focus.

      At first, Salem wondered if Kimberly fancied Robert. Until he read the plain, undisguised disgust in her eyes.

      In the middle of the second hour, Salem bent down to retrieve dried gryphon feathers when he heard a tell-tale ‘plop’. It sounded like something had been dropped into a full cauldron.

      As soon as he sat up straight, his cauldron bubbled up uncontrollably, and no spell would stop it before it splattered all over him and Robert, covering them in deep golden and grey liquid.

      Unbidden, he cursed out loud and jumped up, afraid to get any unfinished potion in his eyes or mouth. It could be deadly. Of course, his actions brought everyone’s attention to their table. His face burned as he felt dozens of eyes on him.

      The Brewing teacher gave him a glare and said, “Looks like you added your snail shells too soon, Sinclair. I’ll have to give this potion a failing grade, but you can make it up if you have an essay in proper potion management to me by Friday afternoon.”

      An essay on potion management? Salem thought angrily. I am so good at this, I could run circles around you, old man.

      “But, sir,” Daphne began. “It wasn’t him. It—”

      “Kindly sit down and be quiet, Miss Fraser,” the teacher said, interrupting her.

      Daphne glared at Kimberly. “What did you do that for?”

      She shrugged. “Now they can look as nasty as their Clan’s actions.”

      Daphne’s mouth dropped and she took hold of half a cup of pureed musk pods. Before anyone could react, she poured the whole, stinking thing over Kimberly’s perfect, caramel coloured hair.

      Everyone went completely silent as they watched the putrid substance slowly slide down her face, staining her robes. As if she had been in shock at first, she prematurely let out a disgusted shriek. Tears gathered in her eyes as she shot up from her chair, sending some of the liquid flying.

      “Why would you do that?” she cried to Daphne.

      “Because you could have poisoned my boyfriend, you daft cretin!” Daphne replied.

      “Miss Fraser—” the teacher began.

      Daphne stood up and said, “I’m in trouble. I know. I will go see King Edelstone myself, no need to order me about. But if you had any brains, you’d be just as vexed with Kim as you are with me.” With a turn of her head, she stalked out of the dungeon, shooting Salem a wink as she passed him.
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        * * *

      

      Daphne’s punishment was to go to the main hall and clean up after everyone had gone home. But the punishment part was that she had to do it all without magic. It would take her at least two hours.

      Salem started to walk home alone, his emotions conflicting with each other. On one hand, he was happy she had stood up for him. On the other, he hated that she had to, that he had been unable to stand up for himself. He didn’t want her to get in trouble on his behalf.

      At home, he slammed the door and was surprised and wary to find Caelum and Draven in the sitting room with Robert.

      “What is going on?” he asked warily.

      “After what Morrison did to us, I wanted to get everyone together to talk about this whole Dark thing. But Daphne had detention, and Michael refused to even look in my direction,” Robert explained.

      “So you’re stuck with us,” Caelum added, looking uncomfortable.

      Salem sat down gingerly on a chair. “And?”

      “And we think you’re right,” Draven said. “Someone should go to the PID about this. Because Edelstone is ignoring what’s happening.”

      “Doesn’t your mother work for the PID, Salem?” Robert cut in.

      Salem nodded. “Yes, but she’s a courier, using magic for menial tasks. At least, that’s how she describes it to me. I doubt anyone would listen to her.”

      Caelum and Draven shared a glance and Caelum went to open his mouth. Draven shook his head, and the shifter listened, closing his mouth with a snap.

      Suspicious, Salem thought. “And what about you, Silver? Can you not talk to your father? What does he run again, the blood bank?”

      Draven’s already pale face became ashen and his mouth dropped.

      “He is part of the graveyard shift who helps take care of nocturnal offenders,” Caelum said snippily. “They have a vampire to run the blood bank.”

      And if you had half a brain under all that hair, you’d get what I was implying, Salem thought.

      “I can call him,” Draven said softly. “I think his higher ups would listen to him and maybe send someone to get answers or weed out the ones doing this.”

      “So people stop looking at us like we’re going to slaughter every apprentice we see,” Robert commented.

      “It’s quite ridiculous to think that I would have a vendetta against apprentices. My mother is one, after all,” Salem added quietly.

      Draven and Caelum stood up. “All right. He’ll call daddy dearest and I will tell Daph and Mike what we agreed,” Caelum said. He turned and headed for the door without another word.

      “See you guys at school,” Draven said before he followed Caelum out.

      Robert watched them walk down the street. “I don’t get Lynx. It’s one thing to dislike what his parents did. It’s another to turn your back entirely on your bloodline.”

      “You mean you agree with some of the things Clan Munro stands for?” Salem asked.

      Robert nodded. “Like not admitting apprentices. Maybe don’t kill them, but — no offence to your mum — don’t let any random mortal come in and use our powers. But we have to stop everyone from thinking Munro is synonymous with evil.”

      Salem nodded. “I agree. I always embraced the extra powers Clan Munro gave me. And because I do, because Lynx doesn’t, he’s loved, and I am reviled by all but Daphne.”

      Robert pursed his lips. “For now. Power means followers. And being Clan Munro might be a bitch now, in school, but one day everyone will regret how our Clan has always been treated. And if she falls back into her mother’s ideals, that might include your girlfriend.”

      Salem wanted to disagree, but he had been worried about the same exact thing. Daphne considered him the exception to her hatred of Clan Munro, and everyone considered Caelum to be an honorary Fraser. What if she one day were to wake up and tell him he either had to reject his bloodline or give her up?

      It was his biggest fear, right after someone targeting his mother because she was an apprentice who dared to marry someone from Clan Munro.

      He went up to bed and sighed heavily, willing the tears away. She had been his everything almost from the moment they met. And were she to break away from him, he was positive that he’d never be the same again.

      He wasn’t sure he could survive a broken heart.
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      Salem felt poorly when he woke up the next day. It had taken hours for him to fall asleep, and when he woke, all he wanted was to bury his head under the bedclothes and vanish. So distraught was he, that he wound up being late to class.

      “Mr. Sinclair, out of every student here, I thought that you were the one I could always count on for being on time,” Donahue said, slightly scoldingly.

      “My apologies, Mrs. Donahue,” he said, quietly slipping into his seat next to Robert. He stared at his folded hands, barely taking notes as Donahue explained about a particular hand movement for a spell. He simply didn’t care as much as he once did about being a great wizard. What did his skills matter, when all everyone saw was his Darkness? Darkness he didn’t ask for, but embraced anyway?

      Why should I dampen my abilities? Who am I trying to impress? Clan Fraser? Daphne? I was born with these powers, gifted them by Gaia. It would be awful of me to deny her gifts.

      His thoughts were getting darker and darker, and he knew he needed to get out of his own head before his emotions caused him to harm himself … or someone else.

      It happened far too often for him to be comfortable. His powers were directly connected to his emotions, yet they only really came out when he was angry. Or worried. And neither of those things were good. By the time students were in their last year of official schooling, they were expected to have complete control over their magic.

      To have his inability to rein in his powers made public, it could cost him everything. Because unstable magic meant an unstable magician. And if the PID saw and thought that he was a danger to the public, his powers would be revoked. It was the biggest shame a magician could suffer.

      Yet everything made him want to lash out without meaning to. His magic bubbled beneath the surface every waking moment, and it took every ounce of concentration he had to keep it inside. The only time it ever felt calm was around Daphne. Yet even she noticed a difference with him.

      As they were lounging in the Common Room during study hall, she wrapped her arm through his and laid her head on his shoulder. “Your magic is jumping against my skin today.”

      “What?” Salem asked. He often forgot that Clan Fraser could see and feel others’ magic in a unique way.

      “It’s sparking,” Daphne explained. She gently ran her fingers along his arm in what he supposed was a soothing manner. “Is everything okay?”

      Salem sighed. “Yes, love. I am merely frustrated with the growing divide within the Coven. Lynx gave up on his Munro blood and is on the side of the Light. However, I do not wish to do any such thing.

      “I was born this way, with this Clan’s blood in my veins. I don’t believe it was an accident. I believe I should love and embrace my powers, but by doing so, I distance myself from the Light. … From you.” He held tightly to her hand, as if by doing so, he could keep her close. He could make her stay.

      She was silent for a moment, and he was glad that she didn’t discount his words with a flippant comment.

      “Sal … I can’t deny that this rift between Light and Dark worries me. And yes, you worry me. I love you, but the deeper you enmesh yourself into the Darkness, the further you will grow from everyone on the side of the Light, not just me,” she admitted. “And I don’t want to lose you to the Darkness. I think my heart would literally break if that were to happen.”

      While he knew she was being honest, he was still hurt that she thought he’d go so deep into the Dark that she could no longer reach him. He knew, deep in his heart, that it could never happen. Not as long as she lived.

      “That cannot happen,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “Not as long as you’re with me.” He leaned over and kissed the top of her head.

      Daphne sighed and said, so softly Salem almost missed it, “Then why do I feel so ill when I’m near you now?”

      The words stopped Salem in his tracks. He could never prove it, but he was certain that his heart ceased beating for a moment or two.

      “What are you saying?” he asked quietly.

      Daphne sighed, and he looked at her, really looked. Her face was pale and drawn, dark circles beneath her blue eyes. Even her hair looked lank.

      “I’m saying that, the only reason I am able to be so close to you, is because my magic demands it,” she explained. “Your Darkness is radiating. And it scares me.” She turned to fully face him, her hands holding one of his so tight, they trembled.

      “I love you, Salem. But if this keeps happening … I don’t know what we are supposed to do.”

      He swallowed around the lump that suddenly appeared in his throat. He hadn’t cared about his Darkness until right that moment. Now that it was hurting Daphne, however, he cared more than he ever thought possible.

      After classes that day, Salem was still scared, concerned, and having a difficult time reining in the Darkness he felt growing within him. He didn’t know where to go, who to talk to. It seemed everyone on the side of the Light would shun him, and he didn’t want to talk to anyone from the castle. Not even Edelstone. Especially not Edelstone.

      So, he found himself walking to the door of the one person who didn’t seem fazed by this Darkness.

      Robert Ainsley arched an eyebrow quizzically when he opened the door to see Salem standing there.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure, my old friend?” he asked.

      Without knowing what he was going to say or do, Salem blurted out, “I need your help.”

      Quickly, he ushered him inside and locked the door behind them so they wouldn’t be disturbed. “Talk to me.” He leaned against the couch, arms crossed. His blond hair fell in his face, as he was beginning to grow it out as Salem had. He looked like he could front a human rock band, not cast spells and hexes.

      “It’s my Darkness,” he said. “Daphne told me it makes her sick to be around me. And I … I can feel it. Bubbling to the surface. It is always right there and I can’t control it very well anymore.” He clenched his fists in his cloak. “You … you’re the centre of Clan Munro now. You’re the closest thing to the Darkness. I know it’s not the same. But is there anything you can do, anything I can do?”

      Robert paused, seeming to study him. It was almost as if he was trying to read his mind or his heart or something else. It was unnerving.

      “You are a teenager,” he said finally. “And I noticed that you seem to be suffering from severe anxiety and possibly depression as well. And those things, left unchecked and increased by the daily torment you receive from those two clowns, can cause your magic to become uncontrollable.

      “What you need is an outlet for your growing Darkness. A place to centre it so that it no longer consumes you. And then, only then, can you begin to feel better. And no longer make your girlfriend sick.” He smiled wryly.

      “How?” he asked, almost challenging his friend. Which he knew was a terrible idea. “Dark magic is prohibited. If I perform it, one of Angelica Cross’ acolytes will simply come and strip me of my powers.”

      He chuckled. “I can’t tell if you’re brave or insane to talk about the PID the way you do. You can create something Dark, an outlet to put your Dark energies in, and not use it. Be it a potion or a spell. As long as you do not use it on a creature with a conscience, including humans, and Michael and Caelum for that matter, you remain within the boundaries of the law.”

      Salem listened closely, making sure to check his words for possible loopholes that could get him in trouble, and found none. “If you truly mean that…”

      “I do.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Darkness can take over if you do not give it an outlet. So go. Go and create your outlet. Whatever that may be.”
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        * * *

      

      Salem didn’t want his ‘outlet’ to be at the Quigleys’ house. In case Dark magic was traced back to him, he didn’t want to involve Pat and Martha. They were both wonderful people, and he’d loathe to see them accidentally become enmeshed in his own personal Darkness.

      There was an old shed on the castle grounds used to keep Pege Polo equipment stored. That was where he went. No one was practising, so no one would be using the shed that night.

      “Reserare,” he cast and the shed unlocked itself, allowing him entry. He slipped inside, closing the door and finding himself in perfect pitch blackness.

      “Lux,” he cast, and a little ball of light appeared in his palm. “Volant.” The light went up in the air, hovering once he cast a stasis charm over it. He was now illuminated by its warm glow.

      Now to figure out what he was going to do. Initially, he wanted to create a potion, but it would be far too easy for someone to find, see his magical signature, and trace it back to him.

      So he decided on a spell or hex, something he could use in private when he needed to let his Darkness loose and not actually harm anyone. Especially Daphne.

      Creating new spells was not an easy task. Typically, magicians studied for decades before they could come up with anything worthwhile. But something deep inside Salem told him that his Darkness was strong enough to create something new. It was deep enough that it could manifest once he knew what he wanted it to do.

      He closed his eyes, trying to get into a meditative state. In that state was when a magician’s powers were revealed to them in an almost corporeal way. It was a way for a magician to feel what they needed to do, rather than think about it.

      Once he felt himself enter that state, he allowed his mind to roam freely, locate his Darkness, squirming within him like a snake, ready to strike and poison everyone around it.

      What did it want? What did it need? How could he tame it, get it to sleep?

      Deep within his soul, it whispered one word, a word he at first thought he misheard.

      “Blood.”

      Blood was for vampires. Blood was for Dark magic potions. But then he thought about all the abuse he’d suffered, how sometimes at night he’d fall asleep imagining his tormentors sliced to ribbons, screaming in agony as their viscous red blood was spilt on the ground before them in a scarlet river. How the rage and pain he felt made him desire nothing more than their cries to whatever deity they believed in to make the pain stop. To echo the cries he had made many nights, both at home from his father and at the Coven from Michael and Caelum.

      His breath came short and he could feel his nerves thrumming. It was as if he was entering sensory overload, yet there was nothing around him to cause it. It all came from within, from his Darkness. It heightened his senses, even his fingertips seemed to thrum with energy, like his nervous system was being electrocuted.

      He opened his eyes, and it seemed somehow that his vision was green, as vibrant and bright as his magic was. It should have alarmed him, but instead it only proved to spur him on even more.

      He gasped for breath as his heart continued to pound, echoing in his ears. Whatever he was going to do, he knew he needed to harness that anger, that rage, that Darkness. He needed it as much as he hated it and wished it would go away. In order to tame his demons, he first needed to understand them, to give them what they wanted, and then they would go on their merry way.

      Blood. He had to give his Darkness blood and it would go away. The idea, however, scared him. Did it want his blood? He had never been of the self-harming mindset. And he was unable to harm others.

      His heightened senses caught movement in a dark corner of the shed, a large, hairy spider was scuttling across the floor, seemingly in search of a meal. Some magicians kept spiders such as these as familiars, though Salem didn’t particularly care for them.

      “Veni,” he cast at the spider, and it was sent over to him, now on the small wooden table in the shed. “Detineo,” he then cast. The spider was still. His magic thrummed harder in his palms. It knew he was getting close to unleashing his Darkness through it and it was excited. It was nearly alive.

      Spells didn’t require vocalisation to be useful, in fact, some of the best spells created were silent ones. However, Salem knew he needed to vocalise a new spell or else it would never work. Problem was, he still wasn’t sure what he wanted aside from blood, and there were spells already created that could extract it, like suci, for instance.

      He wanted something like artaith, something that would cause immense pain. But he wanted to see the physical proof of the pain in the form of blood. That was the difference.

      Bloodshed. The Darkness wants bloodshed…

      He held his hand out at the spider and whispered the first Latin-based word to come to his mind, “Caedas.”

      The spider twisted, its eight legs splaying, before its body began to open up in multiple places, as if it had been sliced with an obsidian blade. Pale blue spider blood began to pool out of it. It sounded like it was hissing as the wounds opened wider. In less than ten seconds, the spider was dead in a pool of its own blood.

      Salem took a shaky breath and slowly began to feel his body return to something like normal. The numb tingling of his fingertips slowed, his heart rate returned to normal, as did his vision. He could breathe through his nose and not gasp from the Darkness clawing at his chest.

      The Darkness was still there — it always would be — but for the moment, at least, it had been satiated. His demons had demanded blood, and blood he gave them. For now, the spider had been enough.

      But what would happen when a day came when that would no longer satisfy the Darkness that threatened to destroy him from the inside out?
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      The next day at school, Daphne met with Salem on the front steps as they usually did. When she took his hand in hers, she looked up in surprise.

      “You’re not overflowing with Dark magic anymore.”

      Salem smirked, but deep inside he was so glad that Robert’s suggestion had worked. “You act as though I was ever only filled with Darkness.”

      “Well, no, of course not,” she replied quickly, her cheeks reddening. “It’s that, lately, it seemed to be that way. But not since the beginning.”

      Salem smiled, moving his hand from hers to pull her close around her waist. The move was a bold one for him, especially on the castle steps. Daphne looked up at him, surprised as she smiled a little.

      “What do you say we go out to dinner tonight?” Salem asked. “I’ve got some pounds saved up from working at Piper’s. Tito’s Trattoria?”

      She looked up and smiled wide. “I’d love that. Seven?”

      “I will meet you there, if that’s okay.” The last thing Salem wanted was to have to knock on the Frasers’ door and make small talk with Mrs. Fraser, especially since she hated his guts.

      “Sounds good.”

      Salem thought that if he could bottle up that smile she gave him, he would, just to keep it forever and remember when he was this happy.

      That evening, he rummaged through every article of clothing he owned, and only managed to come up with a loose fitting white button down, which was the only thing he owned that wasn’t black, a pair of black trousers, and a black jacket that Pat Quigley loaned him, though he was pretty sure it was actually Martha’s, since Salem was so skinny.

      As he walked into town, he bumped into Roger, who was with Michael and another boy Salem didn’t know.

      “Where are you off to tonight?” Robert asked.

      Normally, Salem wouldn’t have hesitated to tell him, but since Michael was with him, he was reluctant to say anything at all.

      “Dinner. And if you blokes will excuse me, I don’t want to be late.”

      “Meeting your mum?” Michael teased. “Since that’s probably the only person who can handle your ugly mug while they eat.”

      Salem turned and glared at him. Why was Robert friends with him? It made no sense: Michael was wholly unpleasant.

      “Says the bugger who can’t get a date on a Friday night,” Salem quipped. “Robert, I will see you tomorrow, when you’re in less revolting company.” He turned on his heel and walked away. He was in too good a mood to let Smith spoil it.

      Daphne was waiting outside the restaurant, clad in a long red dress with a sparkling gold design. Salem knew he would look like a vagabond next to her, but it didn't matter as long as she kept smiling up at him like she was right then.

      Without verbal greeting, he grabbed her around the waist and kissed her. She laughed into the kiss, holding on tightly.

      “I love your new way of greeting me. I just hope that you haven’t greeted anyone else like that lately,” she teased.

      “Why, yes. In fact, I just snogged Robert as I passed him on my way here,” Salem joked as he led her into the restaurant.

      She playfully whacked at his arm. “Git.”

      The maître’d seated them, giving Salem a side eyed glance all the while.

      “I take it he’s from your side of the tracks,” Salem commented.

      Daphne rolled her eyes. “I get so sick of this. Being judged for being with you.”

      “Are people judging you?” he asked carefully. “Or just me?”

      She sighed. “Both of us. Especially me. I am the only real Fraser heir, unless my uncle decides to get married and sire a child. Who I date, who I befriend, it’s scrutinised by everyone, especially most Elders. And I have only dated one person: you.”

      Salem did not like the way that date was starting. At all. “And what do you think about all of it?”

      “I don’t give a flying faerie what people think,” she said. “But it gets hard to avoid my mother, and her insistence she set me up with an ‘eligible’ man. As if, number one, you are not good enough for me. And number two, I am only good for marrying right and producing an heir. I am a witch! I don’t want to continue the bloodline. I want to make my mark on the Coven and the magical community in general!”

      Salem couldn’t help a small smile. He loved so many things about Daphne, but most of all he loved her fiery spirit. It warmed the coldness in him. But deep down, he wondered how long she could last under the pressure that her peers were putting on her. How long would she be able to stay with him, when everyone she knew was rooting against them?

      The thought put a bit of a damper on the evening for him, even more so when she started telling him that Boyle had asked her to tutor both Robert and Michael in Household Charms class.

      It figured Robert was rubbish at it: he was wealthy, he had probably never had to wash a dish or darn a sock. But he didn't like that she didn’t seem to mind being around Michael so much.

      “He’s not so bad anymore,” she admitted. “At least, he calmed down ever since you defeated Caelum in that duel.”

      He had, but only because he felt he needed to. Wizards, shifters, and vampires have high senses of honour. He had made the promise, and he still found every loophole to jump through to be a prat to Salem.

      “I can’t believe you can even say anything good about him at all,” Salem scoffed.

      “We’re all growing up, Sal,” Daphne said. “I hope that, eventually, we can leave childishness behind us and all be friends.”

      Salem thought perhaps he could … had Michael and Caelum not plotted to murder him the previous year. A murder attempt sort of puts a damper on a friendship.

      “You do recall that they tried to kill me not long ago, right?”

      Daphne snickered. “I honestly think they didn’t know what was going to happen. Not like either of them are good at Brewing.”

      Pain hit him like an arrow. How could she be so blasé about his near death experience? Brought on by the hands of two careless idiots? Even if they hadn’t known the outcome, they still should not have done what they did, especially Caelum.

      Unsure of what to say, he was glad when he saw a waiter coming toward them. That is, until the man opened his mouth.

      “Salem Sinclair?”

      “Who wants to know?”

      “The King just received a call from London, about your mother. I am afraid it’s bad news.”
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      On the other side of the Coven, Caelum and Draven were also trying to have a date night. While the two often went out together and were never away from each other’s sides at school, Caelum wanted to make it a special night for them both. Daphne had made plans with Salem, Mrs. Fraser was at her cousin’s birthday celebration, and he had managed to urge Michael to stay over at Robert’s place so the two of them could be alone at Fraser Manor.

      He had spent the evening using magic as well as recipe books to make dinner. He liked cooking, but he wanted the meal to be more than simple rashers or bangers. He wanted it to be romantic.

      So he cooked up rare t-bone steaks, since he and Draven seemed to love bloody meat, with a side of shrimp scampi. The recipe said to use one clove of garlic, but Caelum wasn’t sure that was enough and used three instead.

      In case Mrs. Fraser returned soon, he put a Charm over the pot to contain the stench of garlic and began to light candles in the dining room. He even brought out his record player and started playing something classical that Mrs. Fraser had.

      Draven came down from his room, where he appeared to have been having a nap. Caelum noticed that he was a natural night owl and often took naps after class until dinnertime.

      He walked into the dining room and looked around, perplexed. “Cae? Is this some sort of ritual?”

      “Mating ritual, maybe,” Caelum replied with a smirk. “The house was going to be empty tonight, thought I’d surprise you.”

      Draven chuckled a little. “I’m … I’m not sure what I am. This is sweet.” He walked over to Caelum and the shifter pulled him into his arms. Draven promptly coughed.

      Caelum pulled away, brows knitted. Especially since Draven continued to cough. He looked awful, with viciously reddening eyes. Like an allergy attack.

      “Draven? What’s wrong?” He placed a shaking hand on his boyfriend’s back.

      “What … did you make?” Draven asked between coughs.

      “Steak and shrimp scampi… Oh shit, you’re allergic!” Caelum cried, cursing himself. He had tasted some of the sauce after he added the shrimp, and it must have lingered on his lips.

      Draven nodded quickly, still coughing. “Potion … cure. Nightstand.”

      Caelum, using his lynx strength, picked Draven up in both his arms and quickly carried him upstairs, back to his bedroom. He placed Draven on the bed and opened the nightstand. A couple of comic books, school notes, and a phial of a cloudy substance that looked like apple juice with the apple pulp still in it, like the kind you could buy during the Harvest Moon Festival.

      “Is this it?”

      Draven nodded and Caelum climbed onto the bed at his side, holding his head back so he could drink it. Draven downed all of it, and Caelum laid him back down onto his pillows, watching him with fear-filled eyes.

      He was breathing roughly, after having his throat so constricted, and his eyes were squeezed shut.

      “Are you okay? Do you need anything? A Medic?” Caelum asked worriedly. He touched Draven’s neck to feel his pulse, and felt that he was cold as ice.

      Draven shook his head. “Just rest. I’ll see a Medic in the morning,” he mumbled. “Please stay?”

      “Of course.”

      “But wash your hands and mouth first,” Draven mumbled.

      Caelum nodded, and ran to the loo before settling himself down next to Draven, arm loosely tossed around his waist. “I’m sorry I almost killed you.”

      “Yeah? Bloody lucky I love you.” Draven turned toward him and smiled, looking far too pale, and his eyes were still red.

      Caelum leaned over and kissed him, this time not exposing him to death by shellfish. “I love you, too.”
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      Salem sat in the King’s offices, feeling numb and in pain at the same time. He was face to face with a scenario he had never planned, one that took away so much of his joy.

      “I am so sorry, my boy,” Edelstone said sadly. “If there is anything I can do?”

      Salem shook his head. “Just tell me what happened.”

      Edelstone sighed. “Your mother was asked to join another agent in the hunt for a rogue werewolf. They needed a witch, and she was the only one available, albeit an apprentice.

      “The pair were overtaken by three shifters, not just one. Neither survived, though before they passed, they made sure that the wolves had been executed. I, um … was told that the funeral will have to be a closed casket.”

      Salem felt gorge rise in his throat at the thought and shook his head.

      “We will assist you with the funeral,” Edelstone continued. “As you are still just a student with no other family to help.”

      Salem didn’t want to admit it, but he was glad for the assistance. There was no way they could afford a funeral. Everything his mother made at the PID went into keeping up their cottage in Lambeth. Which left them with pretty much nothing.

      “The PID is sending her remains. Did she wish for burial or cremation?”

      Salem gave a sharp glare. “I never asked her how she wanted to be kept after death.”

      Edelstone backed off a little. “I understand. You need time to grieve. Meanwhile, I will have the elves prepare a plot in the cemetery. Would you like for the Medic to give you a calming draught?”

      Salem shook his head. He wasn’t sure it was wise to become any more impaired than he was right then. Barely eighteen years old and an orphan.

      He said goodbye to the King and left the office on legs that felt like lead. Since the waiter had told him to get to the King’s office post-haste, everything had been hazy.

      “It’s your mother. She was found dead in London.”

      Those two sentences would be stuck in his head forever.

      As he exited the castle, Daphne accosted him. “Sal, oh my gosh.” She wrapped her arms around him and he hugged her tightly, burying his face in her sweet smelling hair.

      He let out a harsh sob, his first since hearing the terrible news.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, kissing his face. “Tell me what I can do. Anything. Please.”

      “Just stay with me.” His arms tightened around her. “Just stay.”
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        * * *

      

      Evelyn Sinclair was laid to rest on a rainy Sunday morning. Salem didn’t even bother with an umbrella, simply stood under the spray, letting it mimic the tears he refused to let show. Not many people attended the funeral, though he was surprised to see Caelum and Draven in the cemetery that morning. They looked acutely sad, and Salem wondered if it was some sort of ruse to use against him later.

      Evelyn had taught Salem much more than his rat of a father ever did. With the exception of controlling the energy he could manipulate as a Munro, Salem had learnt everything at her knee, even the basics of Brewing. He would help her in the kitchen, pretending food was potion ingredients. Until his father whacked him with a belt, because “only women were allowed in the kitchen”.

      She had taught him the history of apprentices in the Coven, how to perform many useful everyday spells and household charms. But most of all, she had taught him compassion and empathy. She taught him how to feel.

      Of course, there was a downside to that, especially when he’d cry as his father hit him. That only made the “punishment” worse, and Salem found himself hating to feel at an early age. By the time he had entered the Coven, he was already excellent at hiding how he really felt. Which proved to come in handy, since he had never been able to escape the torment even at school.

      His mother had been his refuge at home, though his father had abused her as well, and were she to leave, Clan Munro as a whole would have applauded Mr. Sinclair’s decision to murder her should he have so desired. So she stayed, and tried to protect her son from the worst of the violence.

      When Salem thought of a hero, he thought of his mother. The woman who held them together even when his father tried his hardest to tear them apart.

      Salem felt as though he was in a bubble the entire day, as if he wasn’t really there. As Edelstone had told him, the casket was closed, and he was strongly advised against opening it to say a proper goodbye to Evelyn.

      There was a small gathering that the Quigleys hosted to honour Evelyn and allow for people to give Salem their condolences. Not that any of them mattered to him. Even Daphne’s presence in his life was somewhat muted that day. Though she was at his side constantly, except for when she went aside to talk to Draven a little.

      Salem appreciated that they all came, especially the Quigleys, who went above and beyond for him. But he was far too withdrawn into himself from grief to show even a fraction of gratitude.

      Daphne held his hand as they sat in the kitchen. She knew he needed some modicum of privacy, away from the mourners and well-wishers. Aside from the two of them, no one but Martha Quigley went in there, and she had the common sense to leave them alone.

      “Thank you for being here,” Salem whispered to Daphne.

      “We said forever, right?” she replied with a small comforting smile. Her hand tightened in his.

      A throat cleared and they looked up to see Robert in the threshold. He was holding two bottles of something red.

      “Thought that you both might want something a little stronger than tea,” he said, popping the caps on both bottles. “Here. I whipped this up at home. Got a bit of a kick for when you’re feeling down.” He smirked knowingly and held the bottles out to them.

      “Thanks,” Daphne said, taking one.

      Salem took the other, but didn’t drink. He simply stared at it morosely.

      “A toast,” Robert suggested. “To the memory of Evelyn Sinclair.” He grabbed a glass and poured some of Salem’s bottle’s contents into it.

      Daphne nodded. “To the woman who raised the man I love.”

      And then they drank.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fraser! Oi, Fraser, wait up!”

      Daphne turned to see that Michael was calling to her and she stopped to wait. It might have been the first time she had ever actually acknowledged that he was speaking to her, aside from the planning sessions they had all had about the Darkness.

      There certainly was a first for everything.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, tucking hair behind her ear.

      “I passed my exam! The one you helped tutor me for,” he said, smiling genuinely. There was no malice under that grin, like there usually was when he was about to play a prank on her or Salem or some unsuspecting underclassman.

      “I’m glad,” she replied. “What did Donahue say?” It wasn’t her class, but as Deputy Coven Mistress, it was her job to assign classwork assistance to students who needed it.

      “Said that I’m off the hook for now, but if I start screwing up again, you’ll have to come back around. Not that I’d mind.” He winked.

      “Ew,” Daphne replied automatically. Not that Michael was bad looking. On the contrary, he was handsome and had a new date every weekend. He was simply obnoxious and cruel.

      “Oh, come on, Fraser,” he cajoled. “One date. I’ll take you for pastries at Cristal’s Cafe.”

      “I’m dating Salem,” she reminded him.

      He smirked. “You are, but you didn’t say no, did you?”

      “No to what?” Robert asked, coming up behind them.

      “A date,” Michael said mischievously.

      “No,” Daphne said. “There, are you happy? No, and you can go sit on a broomstick and spin if you ask me again.”

      Robert burst into laughter. “Do I have to tell Salem that his girlfriend is straying?”

      “Say a word and I’ll hex your lips off so you’ll have to talk through your arsehole.” Daphne glared at Robert and Michael, as if daring them to see if she was serious. And she was. She was many things, but a cheater she was not.

      Robert held his hands up in mock surrender. “Peace, Fraser.”

      “Take a joke,” Michael added. He ran a hand through his tousled hair. “I told you before, you act like a grandmother sometimes. Smile a little.”

      “I do smile,” Daphne replied. “Just not when I’m commanded to by a walking skin tag with hair.” She turned away, wishing she hadn’t stopped for him at all, let alone thought that he was good looking. Being hot didn’t make you a good person.

      Just as she turned her back, there was a shout in the distance followed by a scream.

      “Did you just come from that way?” she asked Robert.

      He nodded. “Yeah, but I didn’t see anything. Do we go see?”

      “Yes,” Daphne and Michael said at once. They began to jog down the stone hall, Robert right behind them. After turning a corner, they came across a small crowd around the Creatures classroom. It was time for the apprentice class.

      “What happened?” Michael called over the general din.

      Daphne was unable to say anything as she was accosted by a wave of Dark magic and coughed, feeling her chest constrict. Her head was beginning to hurt.

      A hand came on her shoulder and she turned to see Draven.

      “What happened?” he asked, echoing Michael.

      “Dunno,” Robert replied.

      There was startled murmuring until Edelstone and Donahue came up to the crowd. “Disperse, all of you,” Donahue barked. “Including you, Mr. Lynx.” She prodded at Caelum, who had been at the forefront of the crowd.

      He spotted Daphne and the others and said, “Bloody Hell, this is bad.” His eyes were wide and unblinking. Daphne pushed past him, the other three boys on her heels, to see what had happened inside the classroom.

      She gasped at the sight. The apprentice class hadn’t even started when the assailant struck. A dozen apprentices had been at their desks when they had been hit with two combined spells. One was a stasis charm, which kept them immobile. It was powerful, to hold so many people for so long. The Dark part was cast right before the stasis charm, which was what was making Daphne feel so sick. It was a venom spell, Ostium. It was green shot through with red veins, and each spell was centimetres from the apprentices. Were someone to disable the stasis charm, each apprentice would be poisoned in a split second.

      A message written in magical smoke hung above their heads: “We will reign.” It stood to reason that the mysterious “we” referred to Clan Munro.

      “What can we do?” Caelum asked.

      “Wait for Edelstone and Donahue to get back with a curse breaker?” Robert suggested half-heartedly.

      Daphne rolled her eyes. “We need two people to cast spells. One to remove the stasis charm, and one to purify the air to banish the venom.”

      “And someone else to keep the Coven Elders away?” Michael suggested.

      “Draven, you and I can do that,” Robert suggested.

      Draven nodded and the two of them went back out into the hall. Daphne looked at the trapped apprentices, then at Michael and Caelum.

      “Let me dismantle the venom,” Caelum suggested. “I have Munro blood, it will listen to me better than the two of you. Besides, we’ll need two magicians to make sure the charm comes down over all the room.”

      Daphne nodded, and Michael ruffled his hair nervously.

      “What if I do it wrong?”

      Daphne gave him a reassuring smile. She had never heard or seen Michael uncertain before, and it was sort of endearing. He did care about helping these people and keeping them alive.

      “You won’t. We just have to be on the same page.”

      He scoffed. “When have you and I ever been on the same page, Fraser?”

      “Right now. Knowing we have to help save these people,” Daphne replied. “So come on. You take the west corner, I’ll take the east. On my mark.”

      They walked across the room and faced each other. The problem was, they had to time their counterspell at the exact same moment, or else half the room would wind up dead.

      Daphne maintained eye contact with Michael and took a breath. She knew Caelum would cast his banishing spell at the proper moment: he had lynx reflexes. But the two of them were merely hoping they could be on the same wavelength. Which was harder than it might sound, considering they had never been on the same page since they met at age ten.

      “On my mark,” she said, holding her hand out. Michael did the same. “One … two … three… Obstupescas!”

      Michael cast the incantation at the same moment and Daphne watched as their magic attacked the spell weaved on the apprentices, overpowering and destroying it.

      The second that they cast that spell, Caelum cast, “Vanesco!” His golden magic shot out, looking as though it was eating the venom mid-air.

      Daphne let out the breath she had been holding as everyone began to move, looking about them confusedly.

      “We did it!” Michael cried. He, Daphne, and Caelum met in the middle of the room and Caelum pulled them both in close.

      In the doorway, they heard clapping. Draven was beaming brightly, while Robert had a little proud smile on his face.

      “Yes, you did it,” he agreed. “Together.”
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Donahue was furious. Edelstone was amused. It did not make for a good combination.

      “You … you children are positively mad!” Donahue cried. “You could have killed not only yourselves, but the apprentices as well!”

      “But we didn’t,” Caelum said.

      “I am surprised Mr. Sinclair wasn’t in on this. Perhaps he is the only one with sense,” she huffed.

      That made Daphne wonder why Salem hadn’t shown up at the commotion. He was usually curious and had great solutions to things that seemed overwhelming.

      “While what you children did was by far the most reckless, ridiculous thing, I still cannot commend you enough,” Edelstone said. Donahue looked up at him with a mixture of surprise and confusion etched on her features.

      “They could have caused a mass murder!” she protested.

      “But they did not. That is the important thing,” he said. “Teamwork. Bravery. And quite impressive spellwork. Those things are to be praised, not scolded. However, Frieda is correct. You did ignore a very clear command, and that cannot be cast aside. I will require all of you to pen apology letters to Mrs. Donahue, due tomorrow, end of day.”

      Everyone glanced at each other. Daphne was shocked that that was all the punishment they were getting, but even she knew not to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “Thank you, sir,” she said happily, tugging on Michael’s sleeve. “Come on, we missed Household Charms and need to get someone’s notes.”

      As soon as they got away from the King and Deputy, Caelum and Michael began to laugh.

      “Did you see the look on old Donahue’s face while Edelstone was talking?” Caelum cackled.

      “Yeah, mate,” Michael replied. “She looked like someone was pissing in her teapot!”

      Daphne couldn’t help a smile at their mirth. It really was amusing.

      “Hey,” Robert said, “has anyone seen Salem?”

      Daphne shook her head. “I want to tell him about what happened. I’m surprised he’s not around.”

      “Yeah, lately he’s been glued to your side like an octopus,” Michael sneered. “Wonder why?”

      Daphne was a little confused. “Because we’re dating?”

      “Or because he wanted to distract you from something else he was doing. Like trying to murder a room full of apprentices,” Michael corrected.

      She was about to open her mouth and defend Salem when Caelum spoke up.

      “Even you, Daph, have to admit that this is a little suspicious.”

      She turned up her nose at them and said, “I don’t believe or think that for a second. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go find my boyfriend.” She began to walk away when Robert called after her in a singsong voice.

      “Oh, but I think you do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Clan Munro was just as under attack as the apprentices were. At least, that was how Robert saw it. And Salem was inclined to agree.

      Salem had stayed late in Advanced Botany in order to butter up the teacher and get some fresh ingredients off of her. He wanted to try improving the Shifting Solution, and he needed some things he couldn’t get at Piper’s. When he got out of the classroom, he ran right into Robert, who told him of the horrific scene they all had found in the Creatures classroom.

      “That’s vicious,” Salem said as they walked down the halls.

      “Now everyone is eyeing us, even Lynx and he’s the golden boy, as possible suspects,” Robert said. “Even Daphne is wondering who it could be.”

      “Can’t blame her, really. After all, it had to be quite the advanced magician to cast a double spell like that. Someone whose power is admirable.”

      Robert gave him a sideways glance. “You do realise I mean everyone in Clan Munro, right? Including you?”

      “Daphne would never…”

      “You were suspiciously missing and she noticed,” Robert interrupted. “What do you think she’s thinking? If she was wrong about you and everyone else in her life was right. It’s not even really her fault, when you think about it. Frasers are conditioned from birth to hate us, to think ill of us.”

      Salem shook his head, trying to ignore how his hands were trembling and beginning to perspire. There is no possible way she would think I’d do such a thing. No way. “You’re wrong.”

      Robert gave a half-hearted shrug. “Believe me or not, it’s your funeral, mate.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, where were you?”

      Salem looked up from his homework. He and Daphne were studying in the castle gardens after class a week after the incident with the apprentices.

      “Where was I when?”

      “That day, with the threat,” she clarified.

      Salem was silent for a moment, recalling Robert’s warning. And indeed, Daphne had been a little reluctant around him ever since that happened. At first, he thought she was merely being kind to him in his grief after his mother’s passing, but now he knew better.

      “Botany greenhouse. De-caterwauling the Deathday roses.” Caterwauls were thick caterpillar like insects as thick and round as a bratwurst with wiggling little stubby legs and a mouth almost as big as their heads, which they used to consume magical plants like a vacuum.

      She looked up from her Coven History essay and didn’t say anything. “You never even really asked what happened.”

      “Robert told me. You and Smith disarmed stabilis, and Lynx stopped the venom.” His skin broke out in goosebumps as he realised where this conversation was going. “Why are you bringing this up now?”

      “Michael said…”

      “I don’t give two bloody Peges what Smith says,” Salem interrupted. “It’s me, Daphne. You know me.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “I do. That’s why I ask.”

      Salem felt his stomach fall somewhere around his knees. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you may very well have been in the Botany greenhouse. In fact, knowing you, you were. But…” She trailed off, twirling her fountain pen in her fingers.

      “But what? Come on, finish your sentence.” He said that almost as a challenge, arms crossed over his chest.

      She sat back and looked him in the eye, brave and defiant no matter what situation she was facing. It was part of the reason he loved her so much.

      “But it’s too much, Salem. You stay late in one class, and I’m wondering if perhaps you wanted to murder a dozen apprentices at once. It’s not right. We’re supposed to be in a relationship!”

      “And is that not what we’re in?” He ignored the way his fingertips seemed to go numb at her words.

      “Relationships require trust,” she said. “And with what’s happening right now, my trust is limited. My own mind, my own heart, is playing tricks on me. And I can’t stay somewhere where I feel uncomfortable.”

      Salem was trying to control his breathing. “I don’t understand. Daphne, we have loved each other almost since the moment we met.” He held up his hand, and his magic went to swirl around her hand. “We are connected somehow. How can you ever doubt me?”

      She shook her head. “No, I … I went about this all wrong. Sal, it’s not who you are, it’s what you are.”

      “A Munro,” he muttered.

      She nodded. “Right now, being with you, being under scrutiny from my mother and everyone else, it’s too much. This can’t continue.”

      Swallowing hard, Salem asked, “What can’t? Our relationship or your judgmental attitude?”

      “Don’t be rude,” Daphne scolded.

      Salem scoffed. “Me? Be rude? To the girl who’s telling me that she wants to break up because of a Clan I can’t help but be a part of?”

      “It’s not that simple!” she cried. “Do you have any idea what it feels like to question everything about the person you love?”

      “Yes, I do. Right now,” he replied.

      Daphne put her face in her hands for a moment. When she looked up, her eyes were glittering with tears. “They were all right. Frasers and Munros were never meant to be together. It’s too hard.”

      “So that’s it? After nearly eight years of friendship, you’re dropping me like last season’s dress robes?”

      “Don’t make it sound so petty!”

      “Oh, excuse me. I thought I should sink down to your level so you would understand.” Salem stood up, gathering his books in hands that refused to stop shaking. In fact, his whole body was shaking. “You know what, Daphne? As much as I love you, I stand by what I said to you that day. You really are nothing but a stuck up Fraser witch.”

      With those parting words and a heart that felt as heavy as a boulder, Salem Sinclair walked away from the woman he loved, refusing to let her be the one to leave him.

      Once he was safely in his room at the Quigley’s, he dropped his books and collapsed onto his bed, letting out a pained cry. His magic flew out from him, knocking books from their shelves and papers from his desk.

      At this rate, he wasn’t sure he would have a heart left by the time graduation came.
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      Salem felt ill when he woke the next morning and Martha noticed. Despite only being about six years older, she seemed much wiser than that. Immediately, she sat Salem down at the kitchen table, gave him a large mug of honey sweetened tea, and got the whole, painful story out of him.

      “And you?” he asked at the end. “Will you and Pat be kicking me out due to mass suspicion?” He knew his voice had a hard edge on it, and he didn’t care.

      Martha tisked. “Don’t be daft, dear boy. I have bandaged your skinned knees when I was still a student. You’re no more evil than I am.”

      Salem gave her a genuine smile. “Thank you. Believe it or not, that makes me feel a bit better.”

      He just wished that he knew what to do. He wanted Daphne back. His magic wanted her back. It was as if it was trying to escape and go find her ever since the previous afternoon.

      All because of the one thing I cannot control, he thought. He put his head in his arms and felt that Martha patted his shoulder.

      “There, dear. You know, they say that love, true love, lasts beyond anything Earthly. You and Daphne, you’re soulmates. And nothing, I mean nothing, can change that.”

      “Great,” Salem muttered. “That just means I will never heal from this.”

      “No. It means that she will find her way back to you again.” She let his shoulder go and tossed his light spring cloak to him. “Now, no ward of mine will stay in and sulk. Go out, see your friend Robert. Go to the library. Just don’t stay here and wallow. It isn’t healthy.”

      Salem grabbed the cloak and said, “You will be a wonderful mum someday, Martha.”

      She chuckled. “I’m glad you think so. Because you will be the first to know except for Pat: I’m pregnant. It’s going to be a boy. We’ve chosen the name Edward.”

      Salem gave her a small smile. “Congratulations. I mean it.” He turned then and heeded her advice, walking toward Robert’s house to see if he was available for a library trip. When he got halfway there, there was a scream in the distance. He paused, wondering if he should turn back, continue on, or see who was possibly in need of help.

      Conscience won out, and he made a quick turn in the direction of the scream. On the way there, he ran into Robert.

      “Did you hear that?” Robert asked.

      Salem nodded. “It came from up that way, almost where you came from. Where were you headed, anyway?”

      “To see you. Taking a shortcut. You?”

      “Same. Come on.” Salem led Robert down the paved street, and something in his heart told him what had happened. The same thing that had brought this wave of Darkness in the first place: there had been another murder.

      A young boy was crying in the street. “Help! Someone help!”

      A woman came out of the house, spotted Salem and Robert, and said, “Please, alert the castle! My sister has been murdered!”

      The two boys looked at each other, Robert seeming more surprised than Salem felt.

      “All right, we’ll go get help. Can you tell us what happened first?” Robert asked, gaining his composure quickly.

      The woman shook her head. “My son and I only just arrived. When Fedelia didn’t respond to our knocks, I let myself in and … she was dead. At least, I think it’s her.”

      “You think? You don’t know your own sister?” Salem asked.

      “Normally I would … but the thing in there is nothing but a decayed monster wearing her robes!” With that, the woman burst into tears again. Salem felt like an arse for being so insensitive.

      “All right. Wait here, try to remain calm,” he said futilely. “We will be right back.”

      Salem and Robert turned away, and Salem thought that the past twenty four hours had not gone at all like he would have expected them to. A breakup, and then a murder. Certainly not your typical weekend.

      “Usually imputresco leaves the deceased at least partially recognisable. So if it was cast, it had to be cast last night,” Robert surmised. “Which means every single member of Clan Munro had better have an alibi.”

      “Where were you?” Salem asked.

      “My guardian sent me to get some groceries,” he replied. “And you?”

      “Home.” Salem looked down at his boots as they walked.

      “Uh-oh, what happened?” Robert asked.

      Taking a breath, Salem recounted the horrible and sudden breakup the day before. “I bet she’ll be relieved even more now. No more creepy Munro fling to drag down her good name.”

      “Wait,” Robert said, placing his hand on Salem’s arm to make him stay still. “Are you telling me that, after you had a public breakup with Daphne, you have no alibi for where you were except for the Quigleys?”

      Salem nodded, wondering where Robert was going with this.

      “Mate, I hate to tell you, but you just might be undesirable number one once word gets out.”
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        * * *

      

      Robert had been right. Once the decayed body of Fedelia Tremont had been officially discovered and declared dead by imputresco, Clan Munro had become suspects. Everyone watched Salem wherever he went the rest of the weekend, making him feel like he was under a microscope.

      When Salem and Robert got to the castle the Monday after the murder, they spotted a small crowd gathered before the front steps. There were about fifty people there, mostly students, some adults. At the top of the steps were Edelstone, Donahue, and a young woman Salem had never seen before. She was fairly tall and broadly built, like a woman of the 1950s. Her hair was darker than his, and her skin looked like snow. She wore a sharp black suit and it looked like she was carrying a gun under the jacket.

      “What’s happening?” he asked someone nearby, who merely glared at him and turned away.

      Well, bugger you very much, he thought. The crowd began to grow, and in a few minutes, it looked as if most of the Coven was gathered outside the castle. Edelstone stepped forward and began to speak.

      “Hello, my fellow magicians. You must all be here wondering what our current guests are doing inside the Coven,” he began, gesturing to the dark haired woman. By his words, Salem assumed she wasn’t the only stranger around. “Yesterday, as you must all know by now, we had an apprentice murdered under our very noses. As this is the closest the murders have come to the Coven, we felt that we must inform the Paranormal Investigative Division.”

      “My arse,” Robert hissed. “What about our former guardian?”

      Edelstone was still speaking. “It is normally Coven policy to not admit anyone without any magical abilities or who is not willing to learn them. However, due to the severity of the current situation, we were advised to allow in one non-magic person.”

      Meaning you were forced without anyone taking no for an answer, Salem mentally corrected.

      Edelstone nodded to the woman, who stepped up and began to speak. Her voice was low and melodic with an American accent. Just in the way she stood, she commanded more attention and respect than Edelstone ever had as King.

      “My name is Angelica Cross. Some of you may have heard of me. For those who have not, I am the founder of the PID, and I still run all of the operations in America. Once Director Mahon Quinn here in the United Kingdom called and told me what was happening, I hopped on the first flight I could and came here. I believe that the Coven is under attack. A slow, stealthy attack, but one nonetheless.

      “And while the local PID and its magical liaisons are extremely talented, I felt that I should be here to spearhead the hunt for whomever is murdering innocent apprentices.

      “We will remain until the culprit, or culprits, are apprehended. I realise my presence here might not be pleasurable for all of you, but I hope you understand that the safety of the Coven means much more than the presence of a vampire in your midst.”

      Vampire? Salem thought, shocked. How is she out in the daytime?

      “If you’re a vamp, how are you out and not frying?” Of course, only one Coven member could be so crude: Caelum Lynx. He was nearby with Draven and Michael.

      Angelica gave a withering glare. “I never said I was taking questions. But to answer, I am a vamplet. I am half human, which means I can go out in daylight, amongst other things. Now, if my species is no longer being brought into question, allow me to continue.

      “Your day to day lives will go on as usual. PID agents in plainclothes — all magical except for myself, I assure you — will discreetly investigate the murders of both Fedelia Tremont and Rylie Stanton.”

      At that, both Edelstone and Donahue’s eyes became wide as saucers. They had assumed that no one knew about Miss Stanton. How Angelica knew was beyond Salem’s comprehension, but he was filled with dark glee. They thought they could get away with sweeping a murder under the rug and had been publicly proven wrong.

      The way Robert was smiling next to him, Salem knew that his friend was feeling just as gleeful about the current turn of events as he was.

      “I will be available in limited quantities of time to answer any questions that might come up. However, I must insist that you do not interfere with this investigation. The PID has a one hundred percent success rate for a reason: we know what we are doing, and we do it well.”

      She stepped back then, her expression plainly showing that she would not take any questioning of her procedures. If Salem was being honest with himself, he had no desire to try and question what she was doing in the Coven. He knew he was powerful, but he could also see that if anyone tried to defy Angelica, they would wind up in the nearest coffin.

      “Creepy, huh?” Robert whispered. “I hate vampires.”

      Salem had never had an opinion on the species, never having met one until Draven. “I don’t particularly care or not care for them,” he replied. “But I agree, she is a bit on the unnerving side.”

      The doors of the castle opened then, and the students were allowed to go to their classes. No one seemed to be paying much attention to their lessons, however. The arrival of the mysterious PID had gotten everyone all worked up, Salem included. What if their interfering meant that they might cause unrest in the Coven? Or worse, cause whomever was doing the killing to increase in frequency?

      The day seemed to drag on forever until the final bell rang, signalling the end of classes for that day. Salem gathered his books and asked Robert, “Want to come study at the Quigleys’ with me?”

      Robert made a face. “Not a big fan of either of them, actually. How about we go to Cristal’s Cafe instead?”

      Salem shook his head. That was where all the popular kids, like Caelum and Michael and Daphne, hung out. It would be absolute stupidity for him to go there.

      It turned out, he didn’t need to make up an excuse as to why he didn’t want to go. Mrs. Donahue approached him in the hall.

      “Mr. Sinclair, please come with me.” Her tone plainly stated that she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      “Rain check?” Robert said half-heartedly.

      Salem nodded and turned to follow Donahue. “Ma’am, what is this about?” he asked as he followed her up the stairs to where the Elders had their offices.

      Donahue didn’t answer him, merely knocked on a large oaken door. There was no name on this one, and Salem didn’t know to whom the office belonged.

      “Enter,” a woman called.

      “I brought the boy as you asked, Miss,” Donahue said. Turning to Salem, she said, “Go on.”

      Salem walked past her and into the room. Seated at a large desk was the vamplet, Angelica Cross. She gestured for him to sit. He did, but not willingly.

      “What’s your name?” she asked him.

      “Salem Sinclair,” he replied. “Why did you ask to see me?”

      She made a note on a piece of parchment. “I did not ask to see you, specifically. I requested certain Coven members with very particular requirements. You were the first person Frieda Donahue thought of.” She flipped open a file filled with parchment. Student files. His name was scrawled on the side of this one. “You’re eighteen years old and work as an apprentice at Piper’s Potion Shoppe?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t ‘ma’am’ me. I am not one of your Elders. Miss Cross will do,” she corrected tersely. “And last semester, before the summer, you were found in the potions lab here, with a substance that could have been deadly had it been added to said potion?”

      Anger bristled inside of him, and he tried hard to tamp it down. If he lost his composure in front of Angelica, he could wind up dead. “That is not what happened.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “That’s what it says in your file.”

      “They refused to hear my side,” Salem said, well aware that he sounded like a petulant child.

      She leaned forward, pen poised, and said, “Why don’t you tell me, then?”

      “And if I prefer not to?” Salem challenged.

      “Then you skyrocket to the top of my suspect list for the murders,” she replied calmly, as though discussing the weather or his grades.

      Salem blanched, feeling a cold ball of lead in the middle of his stomach. He began to speak, explaining about his rivalry with Michael and Caelum, his former relationship with Daphne, and how Caelum had somehow switched out his rose petals with a deadly substance that Salem had yet to identify.

      He told her about Madam Iaso, and her quick dismissal of his accusations, blaming him for trying to poison whomever he had intended the potion for. Normally calm and quiet, Salem’s voice gained passion and speed as he spoke, desperate for someone in authority to hear him. To listen. To believe. To see past his Darkness and realise that he was just a boy, a victim.

      She wrote as he spoke, occasionally looking up to maintain eye contact. When he was done speaking, she capped her pen and said, “It seems as though you have been put through quite a lot since becoming a student of the Coven.”

      Salem nodded sadly. “Yes, I have been. And you are the first adult to ever listen to me and not automatically think I am merely trying to place blame on Lynx and Smith because of jealousy.”

      Before Angelica could reply, the door to the room opened and Donahue poked her head in.

      “Is everything all right in here?”

      Angelica stood up, smoothing down her black blouse. “Actually, no. I asked you for people who were capable of murdering two apprentices without guilt, and you instead brought me a broken, bullied boy not yet an adult. A boy whose torment has been systematically ignored by you and Edelstone. Please let him know that I will be conversing with him first thing tomorrow. As of tonight, I will make up a list of people for you to bring to me to interview. That will be all, Frieda.” Angelica waved her hand like a queen dismissing a servant.

      Donahue stood in the doorway, unmoving. Her mouth was slightly agape, and Salem felt Dark glee at the sight. The Elder, whom everyone suspected was next in line to lead the Coven after Edelstone died or retired, had never been spoken to like this, he was sure. And now this halfblood who wasn’t even magical was treating her just as poorly as she treated Salem.

      “Miss Cross, I—”

      “Save your breath,” Angelica said sharply. “And leave. You don’t want me to use force to get you out, do you?”

      Salem watched the vamplet with interest. She had a quiet, fierce command of the situation, a certain way about her that could frighten even the most hardened magician, or anyone of any other species, for that matter. He wished he could be like her, wished he could be seen as an authority figure not to be trifled with.

      Donahue exited the room like her robes were on fire, and Salem allowed himself a smile.

      “Salem,” Angelica said slowly, as if an idea had just hit her. “I realise you are merely a student still, but I was wondering if you would like to be of assistance to my team and I while we search for the murderer?”

      Salem nodded. “If you trust me, Miss Cross, I would be happy to help.”

      “Good. You have quite the poor reputation here in the Coven, but that same reputation could be an asset in helping bring down whichever member of Clan Munro performed these murders. I would like for you to keep an ear to the ground, to befriend more members of your own Clan. They will let their guards down around you, particularly after what you did to Michael Smith in the castle courtyard last year.

      “And if you hear anything, I would like for you to report to me directly. Not Donahue, not Edelstone. Me. Are we clear?”

      Salem nodded, still slightly in awe of her. “So … you want me to be a spy, is that it?”

      She nodded. “If you’d rather not, I understand. It is a lot to ask of one so young, to betray his own Clan.”

      “My Clan has never done anything for me, Miss Cross. Nor has Clan Fraser. I am, and always have been, alone. At least I can use my outcast status for some good.”

      Angelica looked at him with a small smile. “Well, then, Salem Sinclair, go out there and make yourself proud.”

      “Myself?” he asked, confused. “Not you or Daphne or the Light?”

      “No. Yourself. Because you are more important than anything you mentioned.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Salem actively sought out Robert and the few others in Clan Munro who hung around together. They were a motley bunch, certainly. No two seemed similar. Clan Munro wasn’t full of Disney villain types. In fact, he was the only Goth in the group, though Robert did like to wear a lot of black at times.

      “Well, look what the black cat dragged in,” one girl drawled.

      “What troll hole did you crawl out of?” a guy asked.

      Robert shushed them both. “Good to see you with us, mate. But seriously, what does bring you here?”

      “After the PID paid that visit yesterday, I thought it was best to stick together,” he said. “Being the lone wolf is not very appealing when people are looking at us as though we are hardened criminals.”

      Robert nodded. “Don’t blame you a bit. So, what did Donahue want yesterday?”

      Salem had to do a bit of fast thinking in order to figure out how much to tell. But he was still a child, and he was angry with his Elder for her thought process.

      “She brought me to Angelica Cross. Cross wanted a list of possible murder suspects and apparently I was at the top of her list. The gall of it all!” Salem hissed. “Cross dismissed me right away, even called Donahue out on her actions.”

      The girl who had said the cat dragged him in scoffed. “Bloody Frasers and their supporters. Think anybody who doesn’t fit their little mould is evil to the core.”

      Robert chuckled. “Says the witch who tried to use blood magic on her sister’s pet rabbit.”

      Without thinking, Salem said, “Rabbits are horrible for blood magic. They’re far too pure. Try using cats or reptiles.” Immediately, he wanted to cover his mouth. Knowing that much Dark magic and talking about it casually was never a good sign to others.

      The girl gave him an appreciative smile. “Looks like snogging a Fraser for so long didn’t dampen your edge, Sinclair. Good to know.”

      Robert clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m quite glad you’re on our side. Because you are one bloke I’d hate to have as an enemy!”

      No one ridiculed him, or looked upon him as though he was evil. Instead they all seemed to appreciate his knowledge, macabre though it may have been. It was the first time since Daphne had broken up with him that he felt like his quirks, such as they were, were appreciated rather than abhorred.

      He walked with the other members of Clan Munro to get to class, and every class he could, he sat with some of them. Robert was in nearly all of them, and it felt nice to sort of rekindle their friendship. For a little while, he nearly forgot that he was supposed to be searching for anything suspicious.

      A week passed, and each day he found himself liking the other Clan Munro teens more and more. No longer did he sit alone at teatime, and when the weekend hit, he went with them to the town and did a little shopping. Finally, it felt like he truly had friends.

      It was while they were all sitting at Cristal’s Cafe that someone turned the conversation to remind him of why he had begun associating with them to begin with.

      “So, that vamplet is still around, investigating,” a girl said. “She had a couple of magicians who work for her interview my parents. Even she seems to have her eye out for our Clan.”

      “Like the Frasers never killed anyone,” Robert scoffed.

      “But we have nothing to worry about, right?” Salem said. “I mean, none of us committed the murders, after all.”

      “I’m betting it was someone from Clan Fraser, trying to frame us,” another boy commented.

      “Wouldn’t put it past them,” Robert agreed. “Still, I wish they would catch whoever did it and leave. I feel as though I’m under a microscope lately. Well, that we all are.”

      Salem nodded. That he could easily agree with.

      As everyone was going to leave and go their separate ways, Salem spotted Caelum, Draven, Michael, and Daphne. Everyone from Clan Munro steadfastly ignored the little group, except for Salem. Not that he didn’t try, of course, but he found quickly that he couldn’t.

      Daphne’s magic still seemed to call out to him, sparking against his skin as he walked past her. Despite the breakup, despite the pain, her magic still felt like home to him. He wondered what his felt like to her, or if she even felt his anymore.

      Her hand went over her heart and she seemed to jump a little, eyes wide as she tried to avoid looking at Salem. It seemed to him that she did feel his magic after all.

      Just when he thought he could escape without confrontation, Caelum grabbed him by the sleeve.

      “Let me go, Lynx, or I will turn your hand into dust,” Salem said, voice low.

      “Next time you tell anyone at the PID that you think I wanted to murder you, I will remind you that, if I did want you dead, you’d be six feet under,” Caelum said.

      “Is that a threat?” Salem asked.

      “It’s a promise, Sinclair.” His golden eyes shone with anger.

      With a bit of concentration, Salem sent his magic out to lightly shock Caelum’s hand. The shifter jumped, letting him go with narrowed eyes.

      “And I promise to take you down like the animal you are if you even try.”
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        * * *

      

      “If I kill him, can I claim temporary insanity because this lesson is rubbish?”

      It was Monday, time for the PID-approved Creatures and Monsters class. Their teacher had always been on the dull side, but the past year, it seemed like he had two modes: dull and duller.

      Salem wondered if Robert could claim insanity because of the lesson and smirked.

      “Sinclair, does something amuse you?” Mr. Yorick said.

      “No, sir,” Salem replied. “Please continue with your riveting lesson.”

      Yorick was such a stick in the mud, he didn’t even recognise sarcasm when it was thrown right in his face.

      Robert hid a laugh behind his hand. Unfortunately, it wasn’t hidden well enough, and Yorick turned around, anger in his normally calm face.

      “Sinclair, I have had it. Detention in my class, an hour after school ends.”

      Salem opened his mouth to say it wasn’t him who laughed, but he didn’t want to turn on Robert, either. So he kept quiet and merely nodded. He glanced at Robert, who mouthed “sorry” to him.

      Robert whispered as class was over, “I’ll try to talk to him, tell him it was me who was laughing. Wait for me for tea, okay?”

      Salem nodded, but when Robert got back to him he shrugged. “Won’t relent. Sorry, mate. I tried to tell him the truth.”

      After classes ended, Salem made his way back to the Creatures classroom, where Yorick was waiting.

      “I am sorry to keep you here, Sinclair,” he said, suddenly kinder than he had been earlier that day. “I myself have sided with Clan Munro, but I cannot be seen to be soft on any of you, of course.”

      That surprised Salem. He had assumed that every Elder had sided with Clan Fraser. Even Edelstone, who was part of Clan Munro.

      “I understand, Mr. Yorick,” he said, taking his usual seat.

      Right before detention was about to end, Yorick was called away to speak to another Elder about a lesson plan, and Salem noticed something sticking out of his drawer.

      Not quite sure of what got into him, he stood up and snuck over to the desk, curious. He wanted to know what was on that paper. He had no idea why, but something in his subconscious was telling him to take a peek.

      It was a list, hastily scribbled in Yorick’s handwriting. The list was full of names, including Salem’s mother’s name, Evelyn. The top two names on the list were crossed out: Riley Stanton and Fedelia Tremont.
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      Salem gaped at the paper, unable to believe what he was seeing. This wasn’t any sort of typical list, it was a hit list. With two people already killed, and about a dozen more to go.

      His stomach flip flopped at the thought of having sat in class twice a week with a murderer. A murderer who openly sided with Clan Munro and who wanted to kill Salem’s mother. He swallowed hard, trying to control his temper and his fear. He had never come face to face with a killer before, and he was not ashamed to admit that he was afraid.

      Bravery is not the absence of fear, it is the power to overcome it, he thought. It was a quote his mother had told him when he was young and afraid of his father’s temper.

      Uncertainty settled over him. How was he to bring this evidence to Angelica? If he stole it, he could be accused of faking the list. If he left it, Yorick could remove it from the desk, resulting in Salem being unable to find the proof of the murders ever again. Could he confront Yorick?

      His spine tingled with dread even as he thought of it, but his mother was on that list. How could he possibly let Yorick get away? He had to do something and hope that Angelica stood up for him. Not that he had any faith in authority figures anymore, but she seemed different. He had to hope that she was.

      “What are you doing in my things?” Yorick bellowed, making Salem jump.

      Bloody Hell, I need to act fast, he thought. He held out the list and said, “You killed Miss Stanton and Fedelia Tremont!”

      Yorick’s face went blank for a split second before he sneered. “What of it? They are apprentices, they do not deserve to learn our ways!”

      “My mother is an apprentice!” Salem cried.

      “And she belongs on that list just as much as the others do,” Yorick insisted. “You of all people should understand that, being descended from Robert Mor Munro himself.”

      Salem shook his head. “You are positively mad.” Slowly he began to back away from Yorick. He needed to be a safe distance in case of an attack, which the Elder looked entirely capable of initiating.

      “Give that list to me, now,” he demanded.

      Salem held it up. “This list? Come and take it, then.” He had no idea where this was coming from. This bravado. He never acted in such a manner, but it seemed that, somewhere inside of him, slumbered a warrior.

      He tucked the list into his cloak pocket and held his hands out. Yorick wasn’t a Munro, he couldn’t manipulate energy. Salem could, therefore having the advantage. He shot an energy blast out, making Yorick become unbalanced as he dodged it. That was when Salem cast, “Ligabis.”

      Yorick’s legs locked together, and he fell to the floor with a thud. He cursed, glaring at Salem, who made sure to hold the spell on him. From under his shirt, a bright green gem on a golden chain fell out. It looked like a magical artefact, but Salem wasn’t sure what, exactly, it was.

      “What on Earth is going on in here?”

      Salem turned to the door, where Donahue was staring in, clutching at her high necked collar in horror. Behind her stood Angelica Cross, gun held at her hip. Salem had never seen a gun in person before.

      “Mr. Sinclair, explain,” she said, edging past Donahue, trailing her gun on Yorick.

      Salem took out the list and presented it to the vampire. “It was him, Miss Cross. He killed the two apprentices and he was going to kill many more had I not found this note.”

      Angelica took it and looked it over, a grim sort of smile on her face. “Excellent job, Sinclair. You did good.” She turned to Donahue. “You, Frieda, go and call my agents. They need to take Yorick here to the PID in London for his immediate execution.”

      Yorick’s eyes widened in fear, and Angelica’s smile widened.

      “I would do it here, but there are far too many children about. Come on, go.” She made a shooing gesture with her hand, and Salem smirked at Donahue’s retreating form.

      Angelica bent down and grabbed handcuffs in exchange for her gun. “You can let the spell off of him, Sinclair. You did wonderfully. Thank you for your assistance.”

      “Thank you for trusting me,” Salem said. He watched as Angelica hauled the wizard up with one hand, as if he weighed no more than a child. “It is over now, right? The killings?”

      She turned to look at him, her dark eyes disconcerting in their intensity. “We can only hope. In my world, I learnt long ago that bloodshed and devastation lurk around just about every corner.”
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        * * *

      

      “You guys won’t believe this!” Caelum cried, as everyone was exiting their rooms for breakfast. “Wait till you hear what Mrs. Fraser just heard! They caught the bloke who killed Stanton and Tremont!”

      Draven arched an eyebrow, still trying to wake up. His Undead condition made him despise early mornings. “It’s too early for guessing games, Cae. Who is it?”

      “Ten pounds says it was Sinclair,” Michael commented with a smirk.

      “Salem is many things, but he is not a killer,” Daphne countered, placing her napkin in her lap. “Mother, please tell us.”

      Mrs. Fraser smiled at Caelum. “He seems rather eager. I believe I will give him the pleasure. But it does have to do with Sinclair.”

      Caelum nodded. “You know how Sinclair got detention yesterday in Yorick’s class?”

      “Even though it was Robert who laughed? Yeah,” Draven replied.

      “Well, apparently Yorick stepped out of the classroom and Sinclair went snooping. He found a — get this — hit list. Like in human films! It had Stanton and Tremont crossed off and a bloody dozen others left to kill. Even Sinclair’s mum! A few of them on the list were students!”

      Daphne gasped, covering her mouth.

      “And what happened? What did Sinclair do?” Draven asked.

      “He bound Yorick and Angelica Cross heard the commotion and came in. She arrested Yorick and sent him to London to be executed,” Caelum said, eyes bright. “I can’t believe old Yorick killed people. He seemed too dull to even bother lifting a finger, let alone casting a fatal curse.”

      Michael scoffed. “Maybe he didn’t. Maybe Sinclair planted the list.”

      Daphne shook her head. “He is not a killer,” she insisted.

      Draven nodded. “I agree. Sinclair is someone we’d expect to be a murderer. It is much more likely to be people who fly under the radar. At least, that’s what my dad taught me. And he works closely with Director Quinn and Miss Cross.”

      Caelum shrugged. “Maybe. Hey, why didn’t your dad come and help out?”

      “Miss Cross wanted to bring only magicians with her,” Draven said. Immediately, he wanted to kick himself. No one knew he was a vampire, and he had nearly outed himself.

      “I didn’t know you were half human,” Michael said. “You know I was born to two humans. Was it weird for your dad, or no ’cos he’s part of the PID?”

      Draven sighed, glad for an easy out that didn’t really require lying. “He knew Mum was a witch right away. Because yeah, he works for the PID.”

      Caelum nodded. “Cool. I hear some people don’t take having magical children all that well.”

      It was then Mrs. Fraser butt in. “That is true. When their children begin exhibiting magical abilities, many humans try to ‘cure’ them with exorcisms, religious therapy, and other horrible things. Or, if they allow them to come to the Coven, they excommunicate them from the family. The children become, essentially, orphans.”

      Daphne gasped. “That is horrible!”

      “And then the Coven doesn’t necessarily always treat people right, either,” Caelum commented. “Some people avoid me because I’m a Lynx.” He turned and smiled at Draven. “Except for you. You never did.”

      Draven reached over and put his hand on Caelum’s. What if I told you that you were dating someone who was bred to hate shifters? What if you knew that my family would treat you just as horribly as Clan Fraser treats the Munros?

      Vampires and shifters had a long standing rivalry. Something in their blood called out to them to hate each other. But Draven had never felt that toward Caelum. In fact, from the moment they had met, he’d liked him and wanted to get to know him. It was unheard of, and he knew if his father found out, he would be in trouble. Not for being gay, but for wanting to be with a Lynx of all people.

      “So, the killings are over, yeah?” Daphne said. “No more looking over our shoulders, no more Darkness in the Coven?”

      Mrs. Fraser sighed. “One can only hope, my dear.”

      They left for school then, Draven and Caelum still holding hands as they walked. Draven was amazed that no one questioned their relationship. It had been Caelum who had outed them, of course, by kissing Draven right at the dinner table a week after they had gotten back from the Winter Solstice holiday.

      And no one had even been surprised. It seemed that neither boy had been discreet when it came to how they felt about each other, though both of them had been oblivious to how the other felt until the night of the Winter Solstice ball.

      Now it was so natural, like it had always been meant to be. But Draven knew better. He was part vampire, Caelum was part shifter. Draven could never bite and Claim Caelum because shifter blood was poisonous to vampires. And while shifters could drink vampire blood, Caelum could never mate Draven, because vampires couldn’t turn into shifters. Making the attempt would kill Draven instantly.

      He wasn’t sure what was going to happen after school ended completely that summer. Eventually, if he and Caelum continued to date, they would need to talk. He would need to come clean. And in doing so, there was a chance that he might lose Caelum due to his species.

      It was a possibility Draven was ill equipped to handle.

      In the school, everyone was surprised that there was going to be a Creatures class again that day. They had figured that it would take at least a week to get a replacement who could give them a proper lesson.

      They all filed in the classroom and took their seats. And none of them were more surprised than Draven when he saw the vamplet enter the class.

      She slammed the door callously behind her, pale skin nearly glowing in the candlelight that illuminated every room in the castle. He glanced around him and saw that everyone there was watching her with a mixture of confusion and wariness. Except for Salem, who actually looked sort of … pleased.

      “Hello, everyone,” she said, her American accent heavy. “I am sure that you heard about the unfortunate removal of your former Elder yesterday afternoon. Until King Edelstone can find a suitable replacement of whom I approve to teach you, I volunteered to remain here and … teach.” To Draven, she sounded a little in disbelief herself to be teaching teenagers. “Creatures and Monsters 101 is a PID approved class. One of our agents looks over and approves every piece of information and every test you are given, which makes me the most qualified person for the job at the moment.”

      Her dark eyes flashed red as she looked at the teenagers, as if challenging them to say a word about the fact that she wasn’t a magician. Everyone was silent, scared into submission from one look.

      She went behind the teacher’s desk and glanced down at the papers. “It says here your class recently completed your lessons on werewolves and why they are classified differently than other shifter breeds. Was there anyone here who did not understand the lesson and is not ready to move on with your next lesson on Nocturnal Creatures?”

      No one said a word.

      “All right then, it appears we are going to be studying vampires.” She smirked. “Edelstone thinks he’s funny. All right, anyone want to offer up a vampiric fact?” She crossed her arms and waited.

      Immediately, Caelum’s hand shot up. “They can’t go out in daylight.”

      “Mostly true, but you did not wait for me to call on you, Lynx,” Cross scolded. “Most vampires will die if they are exposed to sunlight. Many fall into a deep slumber inside their coffins, naturally awakening once the sun has set, in order to allow their Undead cells to recharge and regenerate. Rest during the sunlight is almost as crucial to a vampire’s immortality as human blood is.

      “Anyone else?”

      Salem’s hand shot up, which surprised Draven. He rarely asked questions or offered opinions in class, unless it was Brewing.

      “Sinclair.”

      “What about vamplets, half vampires?” he asked. “Like you. Can they not be disguised as normal people, masquerading amongst us?”

      Draven’s stomach dropped at Salem’s words. So far, he had not revealed his secret, but if he succeeded in getting Angelica to talk about vamplets, he could be exposed. And Salem knew that, the bastard that he was. It took all of Draven’s strength and restraint to not hex him across the classroom.

      Angelica nodded. “You will be learning about vamplets this lesson, yes. While there are thousands of full blooded vampires in the world, it is believed that there are less than a hundred vamplets. And that is a generous estimate. However, I do not approve of your phrasing, ‘masquerading’. As you can see, I am as normal as you or anyone else. Only I require human blood to survive.”

      “But you’re part human,” Caelum said, aghast. “That’s vile.”

      Draven’s stomach was getting no relief as this conversation went on. I’m not vile, he thought, certain that his heart was going to be broken before Angelica Cross left the Coven. I’m just trying to survive.

      Cross glared at Caelum, eyes flashing red again. “Once again, do not speak unless called upon, Lynx. As a part of the paranormal community, you should know that we have a zero tolerance policy for xenophobia amongst each other.

      “Vamplets are curious creatures, and I say that from first-hand knowledge,” she continued. “We live in two worlds, human and Undead. Walking a fine line we never asked to have to navigate. Some call it a boon. I, myself, am not so sure.

      “Imagine waking up with a hunger deep inside your soul as much as your body, and imagine hating that hunger. Imagine feeling like that hunger was an evil part of you, wishing it was a tumour you could simply remove and be normal. That is what it is like, living as a vamplet. None of us want to drink human blood. In fact, I have been known to collapse from hunger from denying myself blood for too long, in an effort to forget that I need it.”

      Draven looked at her with surprise. That was exactly how he felt and what he did quite often.

      Daphne gasped. “But why would they deliberately harm themselves by not drinking blood if they need it?”

      “Raise your hand next time, Fraser. And we do so because we dislike having to drink human blood when we are part human. Our self-disgust runs deeper than our sense of self preservation,” Cross explained.

      “So you don’t like drinking blood?” Caelum asked.

      “Speak out of turn once more, Lynx, and I will kick you out of class. But no, vamplets despise drinking blood. We are not immoral creatures as human fiction suggests. We have consciences, vamplets more so than full vamps, but still…” She shrugged. “Calling a vamplet evil or vile or any other derogatory word will do nothing but emotionally harm the person you speak of in such a manner.” She glanced around the room. “I hope you’re all preparing to take notes?”

      There was a frantic scramble for paper and pencils, and Draven inwardly sighed. A moment of distraction was all it took for the whole class to go back to why vampires couldn’t go out in the sunlight.

      Everyone left the class buzzing about Angelica Cross. She had been a good teacher, and had mostly intimidated everyone, even Caelum.

      “Can you imagine, though? With what Cross said, anyone could be a vamplet,” Caelum said as he, Draven, Michael, and Daphne walked down the hall. “It’s kinda creepy if you ask me.”

      Draven wanted to suddenly gain the ability to turn invisible.

      “Next week Cross is going to tell us the tell-tale signs of a vamplet,” Daphne spoke up. “So we could recognise one if we tried.”

      If the blood in his veins wasn’t already cold, Draven was sure it would have frozen at her words. Once they figured out he had been lying to them the whole time, they would ostracise him, cast him out. Possibly curse him.

      “What would you do if you found out your friend was a vampire?” Salem Sinclair drawled, coming up behind them. He had a nasty little gleam in his black eyes that Draven didn’t like.

      Instead of being annoyed, Caelum turned to Michael and said, “If it’s you, mate, don’t bite me. I’m a taken man.”

      Michael burst into laughter, and Daphne joined in.

      “Laugh now. Anything is possible,” he said ominously as he turned and walked away.

      I ought to bite him, Draven thought. How dare he! Clan Munro psycho.

      “Mr. Silver.” Draven stopped walking as he heard his name being called. Caelum stopped with him, since they were holding hands. Angelica Cross was standing in the hallway. “May I speak with you? Privately? Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble.”

      Caelum let his hand go reluctantly and whispered, “If she kills you, I promise to don mourning robes the rest of my life.”

      Draven chuckled nervously. He wasn’t worried about her killing or hurting him, despite the whispers going around that she had killed more men than Vlad The Impaler and Attila The Hun combined. He was mostly curious.

      He followed her into the empty classroom and closed the door behind him. “Miss Cross? Did I do something wrong?”

      “Yes,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. Draven watched her and imagined that, were he straight, he’d have a crush on her. “You’re lying to your friends, to the boy you love.”

      “So you know, then? What I am?” Draven said, eyes downcast.

      She nodded. “It’s obvious to me, who was trained to look for signs of the paranormal everywhere. And come next week, it will be obvious to them, too. I cannot stop the lesson, and I don’t believe you want to be exposed like that, so publicly.”

      Draven shook his head, still unable to meet her eyes.

      “Why haven’t you told them?” she wondered.

      “Didn’t you hear them? Especially Caelum? What would they think of me, knowing I could hurt them if I wanted to?” Draven asked, his eyes welling up with blood tinged tears.

      “I think they would love you regardless,” she said. “But you will have to explain why it is you have lied for seven years. Which I doubt will be difficult for them to understand.”

      “But Caelum … he’s a shifter. We’re not meant to be together,” he said. “Even if he accepts me … we have no future together, do we?”

      She looked away from him for a moment, and he thought he saw regret flash across her eyes. “Maybe. Maybe not. Things are different now. You might be able to find a way, if you love each other enough.”

      “Our species won’t make it impossible?” Draven asked.

      Cross gave him a small, sad smile. “No, Mr. Silver. He is half shifter. You are half vampire. But you are both half human. And it is our humanity that makes us who we are.”
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      Salem was in the Common Room with Robert, working on their homework. However, only half his mind was on the top three uses of crushed snail shells in potions. The other half was on Angelica Cross, and the fact that she had nearly revealed that Draven was a vamplet to the whole class.

      Not that he had helped. His cryptic comments had been heard, and he had seen the sheer panic in Draven’s eyes. Salem knew that panic. He knew how it felt right before your world came crashing down around you. Caelum and Michael had often been the ones to reveal that feeling to him. It gave him a perverse sort of pleasure to do it to their acolyte.

      Revenge had been on his mind ever since their first meeting, when Caelum and Michael had belittled him. He had only been ten, and had never once done anything to either of them. Yet they had been determined to hate him, and it had only gotten worse over the years.

      His magic approved, bubbling under the surface of his skin, ready to lash out at the slightest provocation. Once he had tried to tame that side of him, the Munro side. The side that terrified him. But now he wanted to embrace it, embrace his Darkness. The Light had forsaken him, so what was the difference? There was no Daphne to try to be good for. Not even his mother was around anymore. So what was the difference?

      As he was musing, he heard his name being called. He looked up to see Angelica Cross standing in the threshold. Her arms were crossed, and her eyes flashed red just once before going back to their near black depths.

      “Come with me. Now,” she said, her tone brooking no argument.

      After seeing what she was capable of, even just a little, when she arrested their former Elder, Salem wasn’t about to deny her or make her wait.

      “See you tomorrow,” he told Robert hastily as he got up to follow the vamplet. She walked ahead of him down the hall to where some Elders had their offices. Where he had visited her once before.

      This time, she did not invite him to sit, nor did she. Instead she leant against the desk’s edge and began twirling a fountain pen between nimble fingers. Salem imagined she would twirl a blade the exact same way before slicing someone’s throat.

      “Can I help you, Miss Cross?” he asked, trying to sound bored and indignant. Which he usually didn’t have to try hard to do. Around her, however, he found that he sounded more nervous than he did bored.

      “The person you can help, Sinclair, is yourself,” she replied. “What was that stunt you pulled in the hallway after class?”

      For a second, Salem wondered if he should play dumb, pretend he had no idea what she was talking about.

      How did she overhear us? She was still in her classroom when we walked out, he thought. Is her hearing that strong? Better err on the side of caution from now on.

      “Well?” she asked. “Black cat got your tongue?”

      Salem bristled at her tone. “You know, I did help you catch a serial killer. You might want to be nicer to me.”

      For a split second, rage crossed her face and Salem wanted to vanish. But it was replaced, buried deep inside of her. Amusement took its place as she stepped toward him. If his knees shook, no one but he would ever know.

      “The only reason I haven’t stabbed you is because I understand you, Salem Sinclair. I understand that you have a lot of anger and hostility and pain inside of you, with nowhere to let it out. But rest assured, my understanding and compassion only stretches so far,” she said. “Now, about your nearly outing Draven Silver as a vamplet. What have you to say for yourself?”

      Salem crossed his arms, mimicking her earlier stance. “I say that I have spent seven years being bullied by Silver and his friends. If I want a little payback, I believe that it is my right.”

      Angelica scoffed. “Your right? Really? It is your right to treat others how they have treated you? To make Silver feel even worse than he ever made you feel?”

      Salem was silent.

      Angelica continued, “Smith and Lynx did horrible things to you, and to others. I have little sympathy for Lynx, and absolutely none for Smith. However, Draven Silver fell in with them for one reason in the beginning: to be protected. He could not, and still cannot, stand up for himself or others while his secret is in danger. Vying to harm Silver is as bad as vying to harm yourself in this instance.”

      Salem dropped his affronted stance at her words. It had never occurred to him that Draven was trapped in his friendship. That he was just as at risk for ostracization as Salem was.

      “That got through to you, didn’t it?” she asked, smirking. “Salem, may I speak plainly to you?”

      He nodded, too ashamed to speak.

      “What has happened to you is wrong, inexcusable, and vile. The torment of you that I found when reading Smith’s and Lynx’s disciplinary files made my head spin. It wasn’t warranted whatsoever, and the fact that no one stopped it boils my blood.

      “You didn’t deserve it, Salem. Not because you’re Clan Munro, not because your mother is an apprentice. Do you hear me? You didn’t deserve any of it.”

      Her words were forceful but kind, kinder than he imagined she could ever sound. No one had ever told him that. No one had ever let him know that he didn’t deserve the viciousness heaped upon him since he was ten. Unexpected tears came to his eyes at that moment.

      “You didn’t deserve what your father used to do, either,” she said, surprising him. “Madam Iaso catalogued your injuries when you were in hospital. You have been a victim all your life, and you did nothing to deserve any of it. But for the love of God, don’t go Dark. Do not let revenge rule your soul.

      “The next time this happens while I am still in residence, come to my office, no matter the time of day or night. I sincerely hope it does not. More than anything, you need to control your emotions. You are a Munro wizard, and if you do not keep yourself under control, you could hurt people you care about. Not only your enemies. Besides, I learnt long ago that all people like Lynx want is a reaction, attention. Don’t give him your tears, nor your anger. He does not deserve it.”

      Salem nodded, and now he was trying harder not to cry.

      Angelica smiled at him. “Go on, now. Get home, rest, and remember what we talked about. You’re better than this, better than their biased opinions of you. Rise above it and show them all that Dark doesn’t mean evil.”
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      Angelica Cross left the Coven the week before school ended for the oldest of the students. Draven found that he was going to miss her, creepy aura and all. She had been the first person he met who was like him, and once a week he had taken to going to her office to have a cup of blood and talk about things he never could with anyone else in his life.

      “Do you have to go?” he asked as he saw her packed things in her office the night before she left. The cup of blood was warm beneath his cold fingers, warmer than the fire burning in the grate.

      She gave him a kind smile, sipping her own cup. Her lips were stained red. “I do. My job, my home, is in Chicago. Frankly, I am surprised the city is still standing since I’ve been gone.”

      Draven chuckled. “No one has ever understood me before you. Not even my dad.”

      She nodded. “I understand, Draven. Truly, I do. But you have wonderful friends, and a boy who is crazy about you. You’re not alone unless you let yourself be alone.”

      Draven scrunched up his face. “Is that your subtle way of telling me to get my head out of my arse and tell everyone what I am?”

      “Maybe,” she teased. “Look, being a vamplet sucks. But we can make this existence easier by confiding in those we love. Looking outside ourselves for acceptance despite our condition.”

      He nodded, draining his cup of blood. “Thank you, Miss Cross, for being there for me. I’d be even more of a mess if not for you.” He put his cup and saucer back on the tea tray and stood up. “I will be forever grateful.”

      She stood up as well and gave him a short but comforting hug. “Nothing to thank me for. We are all in this together.”

      Draven left her presence then, knowing he would miss her terribly. He smirked to himself. It was ironic that he had found comfort and understanding in a woman who was feared the world over. He looked up at the waning moon and thought about what she had been repeatedly telling him: that his friends would love him just as he was.

      A few nights ago, Caelum had transformed on the full moon, into the forced shift that caused him great pain for days before and after. That morning, he had woken up and declared that he was finally feeling like himself, and had proposed a moonlit picnic by the lake behind the castle with Draven.

      Tonight, he thought, unsure of where his sudden bravery was coming from. I have to tell Caelum tonight. It’s do or die. Bloody Hell, I think I might prefer to die.

      It was late, so Draven didn’t even head back to the Frasers. Instead he went to the lake, surprised that Caelum was already there. The shifter wasn’t exactly known for being on time, let alone early.

      There was a red and gold checked blanket spread on the ground, held down by magic, a small candelabra, also lit with magical flames that wouldn’t go out until Caelum decided to extinguish them, and a large wicker basket. Caelum was illuminated in moonlight, and his unearthly eyes glowed in it.

      Draven found his breath momentarily taken away as he stopped stock still to take everything in, especially his gorgeous boyfriend.

      Caelum spotted him and his face split into a wide smile. He waved, and Draven walked over to meet him with a soft, sweet kiss.

      “You’re early. A few minutes more, and I would have everything laid out like in the human movies,” Caelum said, arms around Draven’s waist. “Come on, sit down.” He tugged Draven’s hand and they sat together on the blanket.

      Caelum began rolling out the food he’d prepared: cucumber and cream cheese sandwiches, smoked salmon sandwiches, a plate of freshly cut and fried chips, a bowl of fruit and chocolate dipping sauce, and a bottle of sparkling cider.

      It was a sweet, comfortable scene. One that made Draven forget that he was a monster. But he needed to remember, so was Caelum. The only real differences between them were that Draven was immortal, and he had lied about his species. Caelum was mortal, and he had always been open about who he was. And it was that latter difference that might destroy what they had beyond repair.

      “Draven?” Caelum said quietly. “Are you all right?”

      Draven jumped, unaware that he had been spaced out. “Yes, sorry, love. I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “So talk to me. That’s part of dating someone, you know. Emotional transparency or whatever the Hell they call it.” Caelum drank a little cider. “Whatever’s bothering you, you can tell me.”

      Draven swallowed around the lump in his throat. “What if you hate me when I get done telling you?”

      “Unless you’ve decided to join The Company or have suddenly become a Spice Girls fan, I don’t think that’s possible,” Caelum said.

      Draven was surprised into laughter. Caelum’s strange humour was just one of the many things he loved about him. “It’s not as bad as joining The Company,” he said. “But definitely worse than knowing the words to ‘Wannabe’.” He placed his hand, still warm from the blood he had drank with Angelica, on top of Caelum’s. “I’ve got a confession, and it’s not going to be easy for me to say. Or you to hear.”

      Caelum sat up straight, all mirth gone from his expression. “Well, go on, then. Rip the bandage right off.”

      Draven closed his eyes, his hands were beginning to shake. “I’ve been lying to you since the moment we met.”

      “About what? What does a ten-year-old lie about for nearly eight years?” Caelum asked.

      “Mike thinks I’m half human. I’m not.” Slowly, as he released a shaky breath, Draven opened his eyes and looked at Caelum. His eyes were no longer hazel. Instead the whites had turned blood red and the iris was entirely black. His vampire eyes.

      Caelum’s eyes widened and his mouth opened, but no sound came out. It looked as though he might have been in shock.

      Draven closed his eyes and, when he opened them again, they had returned to normal. “I’m a vamplet,” he said, in case the eye trick hadn’t made that clear enough. “My dad’s a vampire. Mum’s the witch. And I have spent the better part of my life either wishing I wasn’t born, or that I could vanish and escape this Hellish existence of being in both worlds but belonging to neither.”

      He was ranting now, unable to stop the word vomit he had held back all this time.

      “I hate what I am. I hate that I drink human blood to survive. And I hate that my species means that I could never truly be with you. Vampires and shifters don’t mix. You could never mate me, and I could never drink from you as I am supposed to.

      “I love you, Cae. I love you so much, and I am sorry. I was so afraid to say anything sooner, because I didn’t want you to be disgusted by me. I didn’t want to lose you.” He was starting to cry, blood-tinged tears rolling down his cheeks.

      Caelum didn’t say a word as he grabbed a napkin and gently dabbed at Draven’s cheeks. He stared at the blood that now stained the white linen, still obviously stunned and trying to take it all in.

      “A vamplet,” he said, his voice monotone.

      Draven nodded, certain that Caelum was gearing up to launch into a tirade about Draven’s continued lies and his species. He began to stand, his legs trembling from his nerves. “I truly am sorry, Caelum. And I do love you, no matter what you must think of me now.”

      Still, Caelum said nothing more than those two words. He simply stared at Draven, unblinking.

      While it still hurt, Draven was at least glad that it wasn’t as bad as he had expected. He thought Caelum would revile him, call him every filthy slur against vampires and half breeds, and even possibly hex him in his haste. The silence, the shocked nature of it all, was nothing in comparison.

      Draven slowly finished getting up from the ground. He didn’t want to be there when the shock wore off. Let his last memory of Caelum not be of him shouting and cursing him.

      “I’m sorry,” Draven whispered once he was standing. He turned away, his heart heavy and his nerves trembling.

      A hand grabbed his as Caelum leapt to his feet. “Where are you going?”

      “I don’t know,” Draven replied honestly. “Anywhere that will take me, since I doubt you — or anyone else — will want me back at the Frasers’ tonight.” He willed his voice not to shake but failed. This had been his biggest fear, to lose everyone he cared about in exchange for honesty.

      Caelum cocked his head. “Why?”

      Draven gestured to himself. “Vampire, remember? The reason you were just looking at me like I’d sprouted three heads?”

      “I don’t understand,” Caelum said. “Why would we want you to leave? Why are you just walking away from me after dropping that whopper down?”

      Draven was as confused as Caelum. “I thought that was what you wanted?”

      “Why the Hell would you think I wanted you to leave?” Caelum questioned, holding his hand tighter.

      “Because I am a vamplet and have been lying to you since the moment we met?”

      They both stood there, staring at each other. Draven was so embarrassed with himself, so ashamed, he wanted to look away. Caelum’s gaze, however, held him transfixed, as if Caelum were the one with the power of glamour.

      “You’re right,” Caelum said. “I am upset with you. Upset that you lied for all that time, or that you could ever think in a million years that I could stop loving you — that Mike and Daphne could stop loving you — because of a little vampire blood.

      “Draven … I love you, you idiot. You’re the same person now that you were five minutes ago. Or a year ago. Nothing’s changed. Nothing is going to change.”

      Draven stood there, immobile, now the one who was in shock. “But … vampire. We’re evil bloodsuckers who kill everyone who gets close to us.”

      At that, Caelum snorted a laugh. “Please. You colour-code your sock drawer. Forgive me if that doesn’t make me tremble in fear at your feet.”

      Draven was surprised into laughter, even as more tears came to his eyes. “You mean that, Cae? You … you still love me? You still want to be with me, even with all the complications?”

      Caelum tugged on Draven’s hand, pulling him closer so they were chest to chest. Golden eyes bore into his, and there was no disgust or hatred in them. Only open, unbridled love.

      “You, Draven Silver, are the light of my life. Nothing can change the way I feel about you. Sure, I’m hurt that you didn’t trust me sooner, but I understand, too.” His hand came to cup Draven’s cheek. “I love you, no matter what species you are.” He leaned down and kissed Draven hard, sending chills down his spine.

      When he pulled away, Caelum gave a lopsided smile and said, “Are you done being an overdramatic wanker?”

      Draven chuckled. “Yes, I suppose so. Thank you for not hating me. Thank you for … for everything. I love you.”

      Caelum held him tightly, and Draven melted into the warm touch. All his worry, all his agonising, and it turned out that Angelica had been right. Relief washed over him as he held onto the boy he loved, knowing that, for now at least, they were safe together.
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        * * *

      

      Draven wasn’t the only visitor Angelica got her last night in the Coven. Salem, too, wanted to stop in to say goodbye to the vamplet.

      “So … how is your little Dark magic shed working out for you?” she asked him as he took a sip of tea.

      Salem nearly choked, but kept up his poker face. “What do you mean?”

      “After all this time? Are you truly going to believe that I am so stupid I didn’t know you were performing Dark spells in the Pege Polo storage shed?” Angelica leaned back in her armchair, firelight dancing in her eyes. “I am not going to arrest you. You’re not actually hurting anyone, as the psychics have proven that spiders have no souls. And since rats aren’t a protected species…”

      Salem sighed. “I do not know how it’s going. And that is my problem. Acting out in there has helped me not feel so on edge, but … it isn’t enough. The Darkness is still there, inside of me. Clawing.”

      Angelica nodded. “And it always will be. You are a powerful wizard, Salem. Perhaps one of the most powerful to be born since Robert Mor Munro himself. Which means your Darkness, the source of your power, will be harder to control. But you are doing an excellent job so far.

      “I think your mother would be quite proud of you. I know that I am.”

      Salem slowly put his teacup back in its saucer, willing his hands not to shake. His mother’s funeral was the day Daphne had begun pulling away from him. It was the day he had begun to realise that, now that Evelyn Sinclair was dead, he was alone in the world. He hadn’t given himself much time to grieve her at all, and those words, spoken so calmly, struck a chord in him.

      “Salem … when the school year is over, may I make a suggestion?”

      He nodded, not trusting himself to speak right then.

      “Go home. Go home, grieve your mother. Grieve your relationship with Daphne. Take some time for you. Then you can get back to being the best potioneer the magical community has ever seen.” She gave a smile with a hint of fang showing.

      “You truly mean that?” Salem asked. He loved potions. He loved brewing, in fact, it was the only thing he loved aside from Daphne.

      “I am not accustomed to lying to children,” she replied. “If you want, there is a position for you in the PID. You can remain in the Coven if you’d like, but you will be called upon to create new potions, or assist our potioneers with prototypes for approval for use.

      “It is a delicate job, and, after residing here for two months, I firmly believe that you can handle it, no matter how young you are.”

      Salem smiled a little. “Thank you, Miss Cross. I believe I will take you up on the job, so long as I can remain here in the Coven.”

      She topped off his teacup and then added a little honey to her own before she replied, “Talent should be nurtured. You need something to constantly stimulate your mind, only then will you truly be happy with your work. I think it is the best position for you.”

      She held her teacup out and clinked it against his. “To new beginnings.”
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        * * *

      

      Daphne stood outside the castle, gazing up at it almost longingly. A moment ago, she had walked out of those doors as a student for the very last time. The graduation ceremony for the older students had ended, and most of them were off celebrating.

      She certainly had a lot to celebrate. She and Salem had been co-valedictorians, and while Salem had declined to make a speech, she had, and had been giving a raucous round of applause.

      As they exited the stage, she caught Salem’s eye and he quickly turned away. Her magic tore at her inside, trying to reach out to him, but she held it at bay. Despite the fact that ignoring him broke her heart.

      Now they were about to leave school, and she was leaving the Coven altogether. That brief exchange of glances might be the last time she ever saw her first love.

      Leaving him had torn at her heart, but deep down she knew that, if what Robert had told her about him creating Dark magic was true, she could never be with him. Everything her mother had taught her was true: Frasers and Munros could never truly be together. Darkness and Light did not mix.

      Her heart was broken, and now her life was about to go on as she and her friends entered the real world outside of the Coven. Daphne knew that she had to let Salem go. She had to move forward.

      She, Michael, Draven, and Caelum had all decided to get a flat together in London. She and Caelum didn’t need to find employment right away, as they both had family legacy money in their vaults. However, she would go to the PID and apprentice under their Medics, as was her mother’s wish for her.

      Caelum was more content to work on his motorcycle and cook everyone dinner than he was with work.

      Draven was helping manage the PID’s blood bank.

      Michael was working at a magical goods shop in London’s Magic District.

      All of them, however, knew that their normalcy was going to be short lived. Daphne woke every single day feeling stifled from the creeping Darkness. It had been getting steadily worse, and was even more oppressive when they left Scotland and got to England.

      It didn’t feel like it was going to come to a head anytime soon, either, and she knew she was going to be cursed with feeling it for a while yet. One night, Draven and Caelum had gone out on a date, so she and Michael had dinner together in the flat. It was that night she told him about how she had been feeling.

      “Damn, Daph, that sucks,” he replied. “Is there anything you can do?”

      She shook her head. “No. I just have to get through it.”

      “I don’t know how you do it. I’d be stark, raving mad by now. Alone after what happened the morning Miss Stanton was killed in the Coven,” he commented. He looked up at her with warm brown eyes and added, “You’re really something.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” she asked. It sounded like one, but this was Michael she was talking to. The man could veil insults to the Coven Elders.

      He chuckled. “Yes. I know I’ve not always been a great bloke, but I wouldn’t lie about something like that. I … never mind.” He looked away, cheeks red.

      “No, tell me,” Daphne insisted.

      “Let me at least get a drink first.” He got up and went into the kitchen, returning with two glasses half full of white wine. At eighteen, in England, imbibing wine was perfectly legal. He sat, set the glasses down, and raised his. “Salud,” he said as he drank half in a go, while Daphne sipped hers.

      “Well?” she asked, taking another sip. It was a warming wine, and she wondered if he had gotten it in the Magic District. She could feel a flame in her chest and belly. It was a pleasant reaction. “Pege got your tongue?”

      In response, he stuck his tongue out at her and they both laughed.

      “You are such a child.” It’s kinda cute, though, she thought. Then, Wait, why am I calling him cute? He might be handsome, but… Her thought process was making no sense to her, so she abruptly shut it down.

      “We’ve finally become friends, Daph. I don’t want to lose that,” he admitted. “I saw how you dropped Sinclair without looking back. I can’t have you do that to me.”

      She shook her head. “I won’t, I promise.” And where did that come from? I would never make a promise like that normally.

      Michael smiled a little and said, “I really like you. And I have ever since we were kids, when I didn’t even really know what having a crush was. And I was hurt that you turned me down every time I tried to ask you out.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his. His skin was calloused and warm.

      “Give me a chance?” he asked quietly. “Please, Daph?”

      Daphne wasn’t sure what to say. Only recently had she even started liking Michael in any way, shape, or form. One part of her was screaming at her to tell him to piss off. But another part was telling her to give him a chance. It was as if the warmth from the wine, similar to the warmth of the tea he had given her at Evelyn’s wake, had addled her brain. Or, perhaps, had opened it to new possibilities.

      Feeling a blush creep into her cheeks, she nodded. “All right. I will give you a chance.”

      Michael’s smile was as wide as his face. He stood up and leaned across the table, capturing Daphne’s lips in a happy kiss.

      “You won’t regret this. I promise.”
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      Salem watched as Daphne walked off the stage, their one shared glance enough to make his heart seem like it was being squeezed in a vice. For all he knew, this would be the last time he ever saw her.

      From general Coven gossip, he heard that she, Draven, Caelum, and Michael were moving to London to share a flat. She would be apprenticing at the PID under their Medics, and, unless she decided to come take Madam Iaso’s place one day, Salem didn’t think they’d ever meet again. The closest they would come would probably be furtive glances in the PID halls, were he to ever be called in to work on a potion on site.

      “Just get over her already, mate,” Robert complained that night when Salem was unburdening his heart. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, but she dropped you like a hot potato the first chance she got, now she’s living with the people who made your life miserable. I know you love her, but you have to accept the fact that you two were never meant to be together. You’ll find someone else, someone who loves you and your Darkness.”

      What if I don’t want anyone else? Salem wondered. He had never told anyone about the magic that seemed to connect him and Daphne together. She had told him it was old soul magic, and she needed to research it more. She had never had the chance, however, before their breakup, thanks to the murders and Darkness.

      It might seem simple to others: just move on, there are other fish in the sea. But they would never truly understand. Unless they could feel what Salem felt, they would always act so callously. He could never love another. Daphne would always be tattooed onto his heart.

      He didn’t tell Robert that, however. It was his friend’s last night in the Coven as well, and he didn’t want to fight with him. It turned out, his avoidance was futile.

      “So, what are your plans?” Robert asked him.

      Salem thought about Angelica’s offer. “I think I might become the PID’s resident brewing expert, but still live in the Coven. I was offered a job. I plan to meet with the PID director in a few days to discuss what I will need to do.”

      “So, you will have complete control over new potions and updates to existing ones?” Robert asked, eyes lighting up.

      Salem nodded, feeling a bit of pride.

      “And still live here?”

      Again, Salem nodded.

      Robert’s face split into a smile. Salem knew that smile. Robert was scheming in his mind. And this could either be brilliant or utter shite.

      “Are you still willing to stick together with your Clan?”

      Salem nodded. “Until the threat of a second Clan War goes away, yes. Safety in numbers and all that rubbish.”

      The smile widened, silver eyes glittering. “I am going to tell you about my plans once I get back to the house in Keswick. And you have to promise to keep it between us for now. Well, us and a few other Clan members.

      “A part of this growing Darkness … is me.”

      Salem’s eyes widened, but he said nothing. He needed to let Robert speak first, to get as much information as he could.

      “I want to finish what was started centuries ago. I want to complete the work Clan Munro began before we were defeated in the First Clan War.”

      At that, Salem held his hands up. “Wait. Stop. You’re going to go on a mass murdering spree of apprentices? Are you out of your bloody mind?”

      “That isn’t all Clan Munro wanted, and you know that,” Robert said, crossing his arms. His smirk was gone. “We want to take down Clan Fraser, stop any future apprentices from joining the Coven, and of course make other species realise that we are dominant. We are far superior to werewolves and vampires, and of course we’re better than humans.” He spat the word like it was a curse. “I am going to lead our Clan to supremacy, and in turn, the rest of the magical world.”

      Without thinking, something Salem rarely did, he stood up, nearly knocking the chair he had been sitting in over. “Then you may leave me out of it,” he snapped. “While I do believe we are superior to other species, while I do think Clan Fraser has tried for too long to ruin us, I cannot be a part of your plan.”

      Robert sneered. “Why? Because of your poor mum?”

      “No, because I have a conscience,” Salem retorted. “How many will die during your quest for supremacy? How many of them will be our allies? Will it truly be worth it? I doubt it.”

      Robert stood up, too, hands out in an imploring gesture. “Salem, you are by far the most talented wizard I know. Perhaps the most talented in the entire Coven. We need you. Your Clan needs you. You are descended from the original Munro. There would be no great loss if you were to join us. But there would be revenge, power … power beyond your wildest dreams.

      “You could get back at everyone who hurt you, and make sure that they would never get that chance again. Them … or anyone else.” Robert’s eyes flashed.

      Salem wouldn’t deny that the allure of getting revenge was tempting. He had dreamt of it for a long time. As well as finally having power, of having people too afraid to ever try and hurt him again. But at the same time, he thought about Angelica. About Daphne. Even Edelstone. People who had once tried to see the good in him, even when he couldn’t. Daphne didn’t care anymore, and he was unsure about Edelstone, but what would Angelica say? It would almost be a betrayal to the vamplet. And he didn’t want to give in to what he had tried so damn hard to control for all these years.

      He shook his head. “I cannot. As much as I would love power, to lord it over Lynx and Smith. I have to try to stay on this path. You must understand.”

      Robert scoffed. “I really don’t. How could you pass this up? At one time, it was exactly what you wanted. Or are you going to tell me you’ve changed?”

      Salem shook his head. “I’m trying to change. Trying to not let myself fall down a path that could get me executed. I will not join you, Robert. I’m sorry. But nor will I try to hinder you. Were you to succeed, I would toast your victory. Were you to fail, I would also toast to your valiant death.”

      Robert burst into laughter. “What a way to walk the line, Sinclair! You know what? As hurt as I am that you won’t join me, join us, I respect that. And know that, should you ever come to your senses about these bloody hypocrites and your beloved Angelica Cross, my door will always be open to you. Once you’re a part of our Clan, you can’t leave. It’s in your blood. It’s who you are. And even you cannot escape destiny.”
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        * * *

      

      Salem wondered if he should tell the PID what Robert was planning. But to do that would mean he was turning on his Clan, and possibly the Coven as a whole. As a rule, the Coven handled matters themselves, without needing the PID to come snooping around. If anything were to happen, Salem was confident that whomever was destined to win would win. And neither side would require any assistance from him.

      Decision made, he walked into the PID in London a few days after Robert left the Coven with a clear conscience. He had an appointment to see the director, and was admitted right away.

      The director was a small man with blond hair and warm eyes, stockily built, and wore a horrible cable knit sweater. His face showed that he was quite young still, not much older than Salem. He stood as Salem entered, holding his hand out.

      “You must be Mr. Sinclair. I am Director Mark Evans. Nice to meet you. Please, have a seat.”

      “Thank you,” Salem said politely, smoothing his cloak down under him. “I assume you were told why I am here?”

      Mark nodded. “Indeed, Angelica briefed me. Forgive the clutter.” He gestured to his haphazard desk. “I am really quite new to the job.”

      “It’s fine,” Salem said.

      Mark apparently located the file he needed and handed Salem some papers. “With Angelica’s personal recommendation, I really don’t need to interview you. I think you might have realised by now, but her word is law around here.”

      Salem smirked. “Oh yes, I figured that out when she silenced our King in front of the entire Coven, and shooed our head Elder as though she were a fly.”

      Mark laughed out loud. “That’s Angelica all right. Okay … so, for our files, please fill out this form, sign and date where indicated. There are only two requirements for you to keep this position. One is a short test in our labs here, probably no different than what you went through at the Coven school.”

      Salem nodded, already reading the contract and form. His eyes widened as he came across the second item that needed to be completed in order to solidify his position at the PID as brewing expert.

      “As a Coven liaison, in order to remain official with both the Coven and PID, the resident brewing expert must also be a Coven Elder, in high standing with the magical community. While we know it typically takes over a year to attain such status, the liaison may still be employed as long as we receive a signed letter from the Coven Leader and/or Senior Coven Elder that the employee is currently in training to be an Elder.”

      “Bloody Hell, I’m eighteen!” Salem cried, momentarily forgetting to put up his emotional shield and appear calm and detached.

      Mark chuckled. “I know it sounds like a lot to ask, and I will understand if you prefer not to take the position. I’m sure Angelica would, too.”

      Salem ignored him and finished reading the contract. The sum was four thousand pounds per week. Not month. Week. It was a staggering amount of money, with bonuses if he personally created a new brew.

      He had always wanted to be in a position of power. Controlling the distributed potions for the entire world, not just the United Kingdom, would give him that power. Money meant freedom. It was too much to resist.

      “All right,” he said, signing the form. “I will take the test to become an Elder. As soon as I return to the Coven, I will inform Edelstone of my decision and begin my secondary education forthwith.”

      Mark gave an almost amused little smile. “Don’t think I’ve ever met a teenager who speaks like you.”

      Salem merely shrugged. He didn’t want to tell the director that he spoke slowly and precisely, using the words he did, because it not only helped calm him down, but made him feel important. When he spoke when he was younger, people ignored him. Now, they listened to him more. His hope was to one day be like Angelica: make an entire crowd be silent at the mere clearing of his throat.

      Mark looked uncomfortable under Salem’s gaze and quickly looked away. “All right then, please follow me. As I said, I’m sure this test will be rudimentary for you.” He stood up and Salem did as well.

      Mark led him to a lift and went to the second floor. “Most of the experimental offices are here, mostly belonging to Coven members. Some human scientists have them as well. Here, this is the one set aside for you today.”

      He opened a door and led them into a long white room with equally white tables and white stools. Beneath the tables were cubbies and drawers, presumably to store ingredients. Salem thought it looked awfully modern to create potions in.

      Oh well, he thought. I won’t be doing my brewing here after today.

      He sat down at one of the stools, and Mark began laying out ingredients for potions, but each bundle of ingredients had something wrong with them, or something missing. It was Salem’s job to find what was incorrect, or use a substitution where something was missing.

      It was highly more difficult than the Coven’s Brewing 101 tests, mainly because there was nothing to study, nothing to reference. Salem was relying only on his instincts, creativity, and analytical brain. As well as more than a little ambition.

      He wasn’t sure how long it took him to modify the ingredients and brewing instructions, it could have been well over an hour, but eventually he was finished and satisfied with his work. Turning to Mark, he said, “Everything here will either brew the potion exactly the same as the spellbooks tell us, or has done something to improve the original formula. If you can give me some paper and a pen, I will write down the new instructions for you to keep on file.”

      Mark’s face went slack for a moment and then he barked a laugh. “Well, when Angelica said you were brilliant, she wasn’t kidding, was she? Sure, I’ll get you some paper, mate.”

      Once Salem was done writing down his improved recipes, Mark handed him a cheque.

      “And what is this?” Salem wondered.

      “Payment. You read the contract, you get a bonus for new brews. That also includes vastly improved ones like these.” The director laughed. “Enjoy, mate. I know the PID is now much better off than we were before.”

      Salem returned to the Coven that night, glad that they had recently opened up their first bank. Before, most people kept their money in cash, and for the vastly wealthy, like the Frasers, they had underground vaults with multiple charms to ward against burglars in their homes.

      But with the new influx of younger magicians working in London and other cities, there had been a demand for places to cash cheques made at work, as well as keep their money safe, since most of them didn’t have their own vaults like the older families did. Plus, they needed an ATM. Credit cards were also something being brought into the Coven. Salem, personally, hated them.

      After taking his money, a rather large sum for something that was, for him, so simple, he immediately went to the castle to see Edelstone.

      The King admitted him to his office. “How did your interview go, my boy?” he asked before Salem had even sat down.

      “How did you know that is where I was going today?” Salem asked, wary.

      Edelstone spread his hands and gave a rueful smile. “I’m the King. It is my job to know these things. So?”

      Not entirely satisfied with that response, Salem explained what happened and why he had to come see Edelstone that night.

      “In conclusion,” he said after everything else had been explained, “I would like to begin studying for an Elder position. Perhaps also assist in Piper’s Potion Shoppe as well, to be able to work on my own brews in her lab.”

      Edelstone nodded as Salem spoke, eyes half-lidded beneath his half-moon spectacles. “It is a noble pursuit, to want to improve and create potions to assist the magical community the world over. And I do love that you want to remain here, in the Coven, when you have a home just across the Thames from the PID office.”

      Salem simply shrugged. The little cottage in Lambeth was the last place he wanted to return to. There were too many horrible memories there. Too much pain. Too little Light. He had given away or sold his parents’ things after his mother had passed, and that was the last time he had been there. Why he didn’t simply sell the house itself was a mystery even to him.

      “I prefer the Coven,” was all he would say.

      Edelstone nodded, seeming to understand everything Salem didn’t say. Dropping the subject, he said, “Please report to Mrs. Donahue on Monday to begin. As you know, training takes up to two years, but it will be worthwhile in the end. I, for one, am quite pleased to have you on-board, working for us.” Shrewd violet eyes stared into Salem’s black ones, and he was now acutely nervous.

      “And I would have another task for you, were you to agree.”

      Salem inclined his head. “Go on.”

      “I would like for you, as part of Clan Munro, to keep an eye and an ear out for trouble on the horizon. You are immensely valuable, Salem Sinclair. To both the Light and the Darkness. And I know that the Dark will try to recruit you. I would like for you to try and see what they are planning, and report back to me so that I, and possibly the PID, can do something before we start the Second Clan War.”

      Salem listened in silence. What would you do if I told you they already tried to drag me in? And I almost agreed?

      “I will do my best,” was what he said out loud.

      At that, Edelstone leaned across the desk and shook Salem’s hand. “That is all I ask for: your very best.”
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        * * *

      

      Elder training took up a lot of time, but it was also vastly interesting. Salem began to learn much more about the Coven, its history, and its inner workings. There was much more politicking involved than he would have thought, especially when it came to dealing with the PID and Covens from other countries, especially America. The US was so large, they had a Coven in all fifty states, and each had slightly different rules, despite the PID trying to regulate them. The only Coven that the UK was completely solid with in the US was Chicago’s, otherwise known as the Grand Coven because of its sheer size and strategic location in the same city as the very first incarnation of the PID.

      Edelstone had him working alongside him often, and at first Salem thought it was so that the King could keep an eye on him. However, when nothing untoward happened after the first few months, Salem assumed that this was the treatment that all prospective Elders got.

      Truth be told, he preferred it when he could study with Donahue. He was much more comfortable with her than he was under the King’s eye. Edelstone always seemed to be so kind, so easy-going. Somehow, Salem felt like that was a facade and that he was being harshly judged by his King. It made him uneasy.

      “Does he do that to everyone?” he asked Donahue one day when he was taking a short break from his studies.

      “What, dear?”

      “Edelstone.” Salem cocked his head toward the door, as if the old man was just on the other side of it. “He’s got me under a strict watch. No other Elders aside from he or you are allowed to teach me. I asked Boyle the other day. Frankly, he’s got me under his arse and I am not sure I like it.”

      Donahue chuckled. “Oh, no, you are reading it all wrong, my dear. Franklin only does this to those he deems prospects, those who have immense talent and power. He’s a Munro, you know. They value power over all else. You should be flattered.”

      Salem went back to his books, wondering if what she said was true.

      During his first year of training, Robert wrote twice a month. Never with much news on his end, but always asking for updates on Salem’s training, as well as the goings on in the Coven.

      Salem wondered if he should show Edelstone the letters, but thought not. After all, there was nothing in them to tell him about. No matter how cleverly he asked, Robert would give him no information on The Company, though in each letter, he always ended it by asking Salem to join, to “come back to the fold”.

      Salem usually joked a little when replying to that part, but as time went on, the question irked him. He disliked people who couldn’t take no for an answer and repeatedly ignored boundaries.

      “You must understand, my friend, that this is the path I have chosen for myself. If my father did any one good thing in his life, it was denying the Sinclairs’ Dark legacy. I must try and continue that, to eke out a new legacy for my bloodline.”

      After he sent that message, Robert stopped asking him to join The Company, and Salem was relieved.

      However, Edelstone still insisted that Salem ask for new information on The Company or general Dark magic detected in the United Kingdom every single time Salem went to the PID headquarters. It was beginning to grate on Salem’s nerves, walking the line this way. He no longer cared to be stuck in the middle of the Coven and his Clan. But how could he tell the King that without sounding like he was no longer serious about protecting the Coven?

      He was musing on it one morning after a sleepless night, nearly two years after he had begun his Elder training. He was now twenty-four hours away from taking his final exam, yet he was filled with hesitance.

      To distract himself, he went to check the mail. There was the Coven Chronicle, the magical newspaper delivered to magicians all over the UK with pertinent information on magical news, both locally and worldwide. And a letter from Edelstone. Which was odd, since he saw the King every single day. Why send a letter?

      He ignored that for a moment, not quite in the mood for the King’s flowery prose, and opened the paper instead as he brewed himself a strong pot of coffee.

      The news was always a little amusing to him. The elves wanted to form a Union, which was a laugh, considering they had the attention spans of salamanders on crack; a wannabe potioneer had been rushed to Medics after he accidentally brewed a potion that shrunk his bits; apprentices were trying to get rights to become Elders.

      Then he got to the ‘announcements’ section, and what he saw there made him drop his half full cup to the floor. It shattered into a couple dozen pieces, splashing his pyjama-clad leg with lukewarm coffee, but he paid it no mind. It felt like his body had gone completely numb.

      There was a photograph of Daphne Fraser, holding hands with a brightly smiling Michael Smith. The bold script below it read, “Daphne Fraser, the heiress to Clan Fraser, announces her engagement to human-born Michael Smith. The wedding will take place at Barnsley House in the Cotswolds, one month from today.”

      His hand began to shake and he slowly put down the newspaper. His stomach was rolling, protesting the day old scone Salem had eaten. Had he not been sitting down, chances were he would have ended up on the floor.

      There wasn’t a day that went by where he didn’t think about Daphne. Not a day where he didn’t feel the pain of losing her over blood prejudice. Not a day where he didn’t fervently wish he was anything but a Sinclair. He had heard nothing from her, nothing about her, until this. Until two sentences rebroke a heart that had never truly even begun to heal.

      Salem began to take deep breaths, trying to calm himself down as he felt his magic bubbling dangerously close to the surface. A spark flew, singeing the edge of the paper, leaving a bright green mark on the edge.

      Control your emotions, he told himself harshly. Did you think she was going to marry you, after the way she left you? Bloody idiot.

      With a still shaking hand, Salem reached for Edelstone’s letter. Anything to distract his mind from his pain. After all, whatever the old man had to say couldn’t be nearly as bad as what he’d just read. And he was right, it wasn’t as bad.

      It was much worse.

      “Salem, while your help has been invaluable, you have thus far brought me nothing of import against The Company of Clan Munro. Therefore I must sadly inform you that your services as my informant will no longer be required.

      “Thank you once again, and I will see you on the morrow for your exam.”

      Salem didn't bother to control his rage as the letter became engulfed in green flames. In seconds, it was nothing but dust on the countertop. It was too much. It was all too much for Salem. After two years of the same complacency, he had suddenly been emotionally upended in the worst possible way.

      The room spun beneath his feet as pain and rage and stress merged together to create a tornado in his head. He had to grip the counter to avoid falling over as he fought to control the bile it caused to rise up in his throat.

      He was gasping for breath as he tried to control himself, to not let his magic and his pain take over. Eventually, it proved too much even for such a powerful wizard as he and he fell over, curled on his side, as harsh sobs escaped from his throat.
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      It took him some time to collect himself, as all his artfully hidden emotional issues returned to the surface with a vengeance. Once he felt that he had some semblance of control, he stood up shakily. His throat was sore and his head was heavy and pounding from his tears. He was ashamed of himself for his behaviour, for losing control in such a violent manner.

      He looked around him. In his outburst, his magic had nearly destroyed his kitchen. Glasses and plates were shattered on the floor, food had fallen from the cupboard, and his silverware was scattered everywhere. Chairs were overturned, and his counter had a long, deep crack in it, big enough to mimic the Grand Canyon.

      I’ve got to straighten this up, he thought, though he had no energy to do anything at all. Even sitting up straight was painful to his emotionally and physically drained body. He sat with his back against the counter and leaned his head back, eyes slipping closed. He was exhausted, as was the norm after he indulged in a rare showing of emotion. The depression was creeping back in, encroaching on him just like the Darkness was looming over the Coven.

      He knew he needed to fight it off before it became unmanageable, but how? How could he fight off his personal Darkness when there was precious little Light left to grasp?

      He belonged nowhere. He had no one. He was utterly sundered.

      Except for one place. One last place where a lost, broken boy might find refuge.
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        * * *

      

      Salem approached the large and imposing iron gate of Ainsley Manor in Keswick. He suddenly felt small and insignificant before the emblem of the giant Celtic dragon that adorned the top of the ten foot high gate.

      He reached a tentative hand out, wondering how he was going to ask for admittance. The gate was locked, and since this was a magical house, there was no bell or callbox. As soon as his hand touched the cold iron, his magic sparked from his palm and the gate creaked open slowly.

      Well, that was convenient, he thought as he stepped cautiously onto the grounds. The moment he was fully inside, the gate snapped shut with a clang. Normally stoic and unflappable, Salem jolted at the sound. Robert must have Charmed it to intimidate visitors. Smart man.

      He began to walk up the stone drive that led to the large, imposing manor. It was sunset, but much darker as the deep grey thunderheads rumbled above him in the sky. The entire place was cast in deep, cold shadow. Salem didn’t think that any light could ever get in, even when it was perfectly sunny out.

      Unbidden he thought, If Daphne ever set foot here, she would instantly pass out from the agony. He hated himself the moment the thought went through his head. Thinking of Daphne could only cause him further pain.

      There was a large dragon head knocker on the mahogany double doors and Salem banged it twice, amazed at the heaviness of the material.

      The door opened, revealing a beautiful woman with pale blonde curls, clad in a dark emerald cloak. “Salem Sinclair,” she said in an Irish brogue.

      “Yes,” Salem said slowly. “You seem to have me at a disadvantage. I do not know you.”

      She smiled, an all too sweet smile that set him on edge. “I know you because Robert has told me all about you. My name is Fiona Guilfoyle. I am Robert’s wife.”

      And here I thought nothing more could surprise me, he thought. “I did not know Robert was married.”

      “It was a quiet ceremony. Few people were told. But I am not surprised you showed up here for our monthly meeting. Come in,” she said, holding the door open wider. “We are so glad to have you join us.”

      Fiona was beautiful, but something about her gave Salem the creeps. In a way, she reminded him of Angelica. But where Angelica had a sense of softness, of compassion, he sensed none of that in Fiona. There was a Darkness in her that he was certain caused most of the eerie vibe around the manor.

      He entered the large, drafty foyer. There was little there save for an end table with a vase of dark red amaryllis. Flowers for pride and determination. That was on the Ainsley crest: “Pride. Ambition. Power.”

      Fiona turned and said, “Follow me.” She began to walk briskly down the long hall, passing doors that were closed, some Salem could tell had been Charmed to stay closed unless the Master of the house decided to open them.

      They went up one flight of stairs, and turned left. There was one door on the end of this hall, closed but not locked. As Fiona approached it, it swung open to reveal the familiar face of Robert Ainsley. Salem had not seen him in over two years, but his friend had changed little. Only his hair had grown a few inches, now almost as long as Salem’s was.

      “My old mate,” Robert said jovially, a slow smile spreading across his face. “What brings you by after years of doing the bidding of Angelica Cross and that traitor, Franklin Edelstone?”

      Salem could barely meet Robert’s eyes. He was ashamed of himself, not just because he had defied his own Clan, but because he had believed in the Light. He had believed that Edelstone was a good person who wanted the best for everyone. And he was ashamed of his gullibility.

      “I was wrong,” he ground out through gritted teeth. “I was wrong to have believed them.”

      Robert gave an amused smirk. “Let me guess. Somewhere, deep in that shrivelled black thing they call a heart, you thought that perhaps a certain Fraser witch would welcome you back with open arms?”

      It took all his self-control to keep from blushing. “Something like that, I suppose.”

      “I always knew you would come back,” Robert continued. “I just didn’t think it would take so long. What was it? News of her wedding that drove you back?”

      Salem bristled at the insinuation. “Do you really believe me to be such a sentimental fool? While I was stung by the news, it was a note from Edelstone himself. He no longer has need or want of me. Discarded like a used napkin, that was how it sounded and felt.

      “I was a fool to ever believe the Light could welcome me. And now I have returned, in hopes that I can rejoin my Clan.” His eyes met Robert’s; he refused to look away.

      It was Fiona who spoke, not Robert. “I know better than most that the Light is a sham, a facade of goodness to hide their wicked ways. I was born a member of Clan Fraser. Until I met Robert, and he showed me the truth.

      “I had gone to visit America, and I was brought in to speak with the PID. Threatened, in the name of the Light. For, make no mistake, Angelica Cross hides her Darkness under the guise of Light as much as any Fraser.”

      “You don’t need to tell me that,” he said, thinking of how she had nearly killed their Elder before letting him out of her death grip.

      Robert interrupted them. “I have no concern for her. We are stronger than one half-blooded vampire. What does concern me … is you.” He pointed to Salem. “How can I trust you? You, who was about to pass the Elder’s exam and join that miserable Coven for eternity?”

      That had been a question Salem had prepared for mentally. “Because no one knows I am here,” he admitted. “I did not acknowledge Edelstone’s letter. As far as he knows, I will still be there to take the exam tomorrow morning.”

      Robert cocked an eyebrow. “And how, pray tell, does that help me or The Company?”

      “You will have someone on the inside, someone to watch and see every single thing Edelstone does. The Company has never had that sort of insight before. They believe me docile and stupid, blinded by unrequited love,” Salem explained. He could see the wheels turning in Robert’s head. Salem had always had a gift of persuasion, and now he was able to put it to good use. He needed to be back with The Company. He needed to be a part of this, a part of something greater than himself.

      “I think it’s a brilliant idea,” Fiona cut in.

      Salem hated how she answered for Robert half the time. It was not her approval or favour he sought. She wasn’t even a true member of the Clan, just The Company. And that made a big difference.

      Robert nodded. “We have plans, Salem. Plans that you can assist us with. If you are true, then come with us to the meeting hall. You will be indoctrinated post-haste.”

      Salem nodded, relieved that his plan worked. Had he been kicked out of The Company as well as the Coven, he would have been completely alone.

      Robert took Fiona by the arm and they began walking down the hall to the furthest door. As Robert opened it, hushed voices speaking could be discerned, though not what they were speaking about. When the trio entered the room, everyone was silent.

      There were about a dozen people there, all clad in the same green cloaks Robert and Fiona wore. Salem knew Clan Munro was large, and their Company even larger, so this must have been a select group of insiders chosen to be present at the manor. Salem recognised a few of them, including a girl he and Robert had been friends with at school.

      “Well, if it isn’t Edelstone’s little lap dog come crawling back,” she commented.

      “Silence Helga,” Robert said. “Salem Sinclair is a legacy, apprentice mother or not. He belongs here more than most any of you. It is time to welcome him into our folds officially.” He turned to Fiona. “Bring me an amulet, my love.”

      “Of course.”

      Make me vomit, Salem thought, but did not change his calm expression.

      He knew what the amulet was. His father had never worn it, had refused it in fact, when he married Salem’s mother. It was that dual act that had gotten the Sinclair family in disgrace with Clan Munro, and now it was time for Salem to rectify his father’s mistakes.

      The amulet was a symbol of your loyalty to The Company of Clan Munro. The stone used in it symbolised wisdom, understanding, healing, and extension of life. Salem thought it an interesting choice for a Clan whose original intent was to destroy others.

      Once you wore the amulet, it was believed that you were connected to The Company as a whole, particularly those closest in blood to its original leader, Robert Mor Munro. Which meant that this Robert was the de facto leader, being the closest direct descendant.

      There was a rumour that Munro had a Charm on the amulets, that if the wearer was thinking of removing it, of defecting, it would become unremovable, a permanent fixture on the wearer’s neck, the metal burning against their skin, reminding them of their promise to The Company.

      Robert motion for Salem to walk further to the centre of the room.

      It was so dark, only a few wall sconces lit the stone room. A group of people in green cloaks stood up and formed a circle, and Salem stood in the centre, his cloak the only one that was black. Dark hair hung in his face, and despite an outwardly calm appearance, his hands were shaking.

      Robert removed his hood, revealing his smirking face. He held out a hand, and in that hand was a silver chain on which hung a diamond-shaped pendant with bright green stones. The peridot amulet. Darkness radiated from it, so strong even Salem could feel it.

      “Do you vow to honour the plight of the Dark?” Robert asked.

      “Yes,” Salem, though he sounded hesitant to his own ears.

      “Do you promise to do what is necessary to keep Clan Fraser from rising to power again?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you vow to remove halflings and apprentices from the magical community?”

      “Yes…”

      “And last, do you vow loyalty to The Company of Clan Munro … your birthright?”

      “Yes.”

      Smiling proudly, Robert reached forward and slipped the amulet around Salem’s neck. “Welcome to The Company of Clan Munro, Salem Sinclair. Welcome back to your birthright.”

      The amulet was light, it couldn’t have weighed more than a gram. Yet it felt heavy around Salem’s neck, as though he had chosen to don a thick coil of solid gold.

      “If we’re done with the pomp and circumstance?” Helga called. “We have one month before the plan you put in place four years ago actually comes to fruition. And the few people I pay to keep me supplied with mandrake have become unreliable. It’s not readily supplied outside of the Coven because of how it needs to be harvested.”

      Salem nodded. He had no idea what the plan was she was referencing, but he knew mandrakes needed to be picked on the full moon and soaked in milk that had been used to drown three vampire bats. Even in the magical area of London, it wasn’t easy to grow and use mandrake roots properly.

      Robert looked at the newest member of The Company. “Are you still on speaking terms with Piper Pennyblossom?”

      Salem nodded. “But she doesn’t grow the ingredients she uses. Mandrake comes from the castle gardens. I would have to get permission from Tilda Whitethorn, the botanist.”

      Robert pursed his lips. “I remember her. Better to steal it in the night than waste time trying to ask her.”

      “Isn’t that a bit beneath you?” Salem asked. “What is this so-called plan you were apparently working on while we were at school?”

      Robert smirked. “It’s to get rid of the one main obstacle to Clan Munro’s return and rise. Parts one and two have now been completed. Part three will be finished in one month. And then it is up to Fiona and me to finish it.” He put his arm around his wife, whose smile looked impish.

      “And that is?” Salem trailed off, waiting for them to respond.

      “Our child. We will bear a child with both Clans bloodline in their veins,” Fiona said. “Born with Fraser blood, but raised under the banner of the Dark. When he or she is grown, they will unite all magicians under one Clan, Clan Munro.” She left Robert’s side and went to a long table in the centre of the room, around which everyone sat. There were piles of parchment, one in particular older looking than the rest.

      She picked it up carefully and walked back to Salem. “It was prophesied in ancient Italy, by Profeta Firenze, the same woman who has also seen the coming of the Vampire Empress.” Clearing her throat, she began to read, “‘When a child is born of both bloodlines, the Clan Wars will cease and they shall bring about an age of peace. All magicians shall abide by one plight: either Darkness or Light.’”

      Salem refrained from saying what he was thinking: that a prophecy couldn’t be forced. It had to happen naturally. If they continued to try and force Fate’s hand, it would anger Gaia. He said nothing, however. He knew that neither of them would listen to him at that moment.

      “You actually have a plan,” he said sarcastically. “Why did you never have one for your homework?”

      A couple people laughed, Robert included. “You are a funny bloke, you know that? I never know what’s going to come out of your mouth.”

      “So this plan…” Salem began. “You plan on conceiving a child and what? Waiting seventeen, eighteen years for them to grow up? Sounds awfully dull.”

      “That is not all we’re doing,” Fiona snipped. “We are building up The Company. We want to have as many magicians on our side as possible long before our child is grown.”

      “And keep the bloody Light in the dark about what we’re plotting,” Robert added. “That is my job. Fiona’s job is recruitment. Helga has been our prime potioneer, unless you prefer to take that job over?”

      “Hey!” Helga cried indignantly.

      “Not if I am to continue to pretend to be an Elder,” Salem said. “Despite the fact that Edelstone doesn’t seem to desire my presence, he cannot stop me from taking — and passing — the exam. Besides, Helga already doesn’t like me. No need to add onto her animosity.”

      Robert smiled. “Well, then. It’s settled. Let me know how the Elder exam goes tomorrow. Then you will have influence over dozens of young witches and wizards. You can recruit for us in an entirely new manner, one The Company has never had before.”

      If this is such a good thing, Salem thought, then why do I feel like someone just dropped a boulder in my stomach?
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Salem arrived at the castle as scheduled, expecting the worst. For Edelstone to try and have him removed from the premises. But no one did. Even Donahue welcomed him with open arms. He walked cautiously into the castle, following his former teacher.

      He was half expecting there to be a magical firing line of sorts inside, waiting to kill him on behalf of the PID for joining up with The Company.

      The amulet was hidden under his clothes, but that didn’t mean that someone hadn’t figured out where he had gone the previous day.

      He thought that, for once in his life, he’d have been able to sleep easy, knowing where he truly belonged. Instead, he had lain awake most of the night, the amulet an albatross around his neck. If this had been the wrong decision, there was no going back. There were no second chances.

      He entered the Main Hall behind Donahue, who turned around suddenly to face him. “Salem Sinclair, out of all my students, you are one of the two I always expected to go into a life of academia.”

      He was surprised; Donahue had never cared much for him when she was his teacher. “And who was the other?”

      “Draven Silver,” she replied. “Though I understand why he’d rather avoid anywhere where he would be under scrutiny. Did you hear, by the way, about Daphne?”

      If I have to hear about that godforsaken wedding, I will hex myself, Salem thought. “That she is getting married?”

      Donahue shook her head. “That is all well and nice, too, but no. She has expressed interest in becoming an Elder, too. After the wedding, she wants to begin her studies. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      She must need a dictionary, he thought. She confused ‘wonderful’ with ‘torturous’.

      “I had not heard that. She and I have not spoken for years now,” he admitted. “May we get on with the exam, please?” He had no idea what the exam was, exactly. If it was anything like school exams, or if they changed things for the adults. Not that he felt very much like an adult.

      Donahue cocked her head, and he knew that she knew about his rift with Daphne. So why had she brought her up, excited about the prospect of them working together?

      “If you wish,” she said to him with a sad smile on her face. “You passed the entrance exams for Brewing and Coven policies with flying colours. If you pass this final test, Edelstone has spoken of you working alongside Madam Iaso and Whitethorn, as the Brewing and Medicinal Magic 101 teacher.”

      At that, Salem was truly flabbergasted, and he let it show. “I assumed I would be doing paperwork. I am not even twenty yet.”

      “And yet you have behaved like a forty-year-old since you arrived here at age ten.” Donahue chuckled a bit, and Salem found himself doing so alongside her. “We trust you, Salem. And there is no one more knowledgeable than you in that area. You could have taught the class as a student. Now, onto your final task.” She turned on her heel and walked to the furthest edge of the Hall, leaving Salem in confusion. “You must duel me.”

      “What?” Salem said, unable to keep up his detached appearance. “I could never!”

      “Because I am old? Or female?” she wondered.

      “Because you were my teacher,” Salem corrected. “I respect you.” And he did. He didn’t like her very much, but he did respect her as a magician and Elder.

      Donahue’s smile widened. “Come now, it is better that you do respect me. It will make it an honest duel.”

      Salem still felt a nagging sense of wrongness about the whole situation. And he had long ago learnt not to discredit his instincts.

      “I was at the top of Duelling Club,” he said slowly. “While it taught us the basics, I never liked duelling for duelling’s sake. Why are we fighting? Why could we not discuss the issue? Duelling can be entertaining, but too much violence corrupts the soul. Just look at my old tormentors. They excelled at duelling, and delighted in violence outside of the club as well.

      “With all due respect, if a battle is how one becomes an Elder, then I do not care to do so any longer, Mrs. Donahue.”

      There was a beat of silence and then came a slow clap from somewhere behind Salem. He whirled around to see Edelstone standing in the threshold of the Hall. He was smiling.

      The bastard has the nerve to mock me? Salem thought, feeling his magic spark in his hands.

      “Excellent deflection, diplomacy, and mindset,” the old man said, walking closer. His eyes sparkled behind his half-moon spectacles. “You have passed the final test.”

      For the second time that day, Salem was floored. “I … what? But I refused the duel. I forfeited.”

      “I know. Every prospective Elder is given a different final test before acceptance or denial. Yours was to see if you finally had control over your temper and poor attitude. And you proved to me that you have. You learnt to speak first, hex second. You have a diplomatic outlook, and do not seek conflict.

      “And now you have become a Coven Elder. Congratulations, Salem Sinclair.” Edelstone held out a hand to shake, and Salem took it, still a little taken aback.

      Around his neck, against his chest, he felt the amulet begin to burn.
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      Salem was to begin his position right away at the Coven school in Inverness. The school year had just begun, and he was in a rush to figure out how to write lesson plans and teach in any sort of suitable manner.

      I am not prepared for this whatsoever, he thought as he sat in his new office. He ran a hand through his long locks, trying to keep his panic under control. How do I spread Company ideals, while making sure a bunch of children don’t accidentally create a volatile potion and blow their eyebrows off?

      He made a note on a piece of parchment and then there came a knock on his door.

      “Enter,” he called.

      The door opened and Edelstone’s wrinkly face appeared in the space between the door and the jamb. “Already hard at work?”

      Salem nodded. “I haven’t got much time, sir. When did Fraser quit? He had been teaching Brewing for twenty years, had he not?”

      Edelstone gave a small smile. “Oh, he didn’t resign. I relieved him of his position as the previous school year ended. He had a tendency to unfairly treat children of one set, while praising those of another. And it made for a difficult learning environment for everyone involved.”

      “Well, it was about time,” Salem commented. “That man made my life a living Hell. Actually, I am not entirely convinced that he wasn’t sent from Hell.”

      Edelstone’s smile grew. Salem couldn’t believe the man’s audacity. He didn’t have need of him to work there any longer, but he had need of him to teach the Coven’s most malleable members?

      You have made a vital mistake, old man, he thought. “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?”

      “I was just checking in on our newest Elder,” he said. “I hope you know how glad we are to have you on board.”

      “Really?” Salem asked; the word slipped out before he could get control of his emotions. “It certainly seemed like you were singing a different tune in your letter.”

      Edelstone’s face looked blank for just a single moment before his usual placid expression was back in place. Salem thought that it was a long-practiced facade. A mask.

      “Well, I am sorry if there was any misunderstanding, Salem. Because you are valued here in the Coven and we are happy to have you. I will leave you to your work. Good afternoon.”

      He left then, closing the door softly behind him. Salem stared at the spot he had vacated, mind blank.

      Either the old rat has gone senile, or something is extremely suspicious here in the Coven.
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        * * *

      

      Three months later…

      

      Two months. They had been wed for two months and this was the third blow out row Daphne had had with her new husband, Michael. Something was wrong. Something inside of her, it seemed.

      “I don’t get it, Daph,” Michael said, hand on the doorknob. “When we left the Coven after the last year of our schooling, you told me you’d fallen in love with me. Then, suddenly, we’re married and you start acting like I do everything wrong, even folding my trousers.”

      “It would be nice if you actually did fold your trousers,” she replied.

      “You didn’t mind my messiness when you moved in with me after graduation,” he reminded her.

      It was true. She hadn’t minded any of the things that would normally have driven her mad. It was as if she had been, quite literally, wearing rose coloured spectacles. And slowly, ever since the wedding, the sheen had faded and she was seeing him exactly as she used to see him in school: arrogant, cocky, selfish, and rude. At that moment, she couldn’t come up with one thing to love about him. It was as if the past two and a half years had been a farce, a stage show, and now the curtain had been drawn and the audience was gone.

      It was as if those emotions hadn’t been her own at all.

      As the thought hit her, an idea blossomed in her mind. An idea that at once frightened her yet brought about a wealth of understanding. But in order to ruminate on it, she needed to get Michael out of the house.

      “You know what? Go and see Caelum. Or Robert. Or any of your friends. I really want to be alone right now,” she told him, putting on a show of being hurt. When, really, she was furious.

      His eyes dimmed and he said, “All right, then. I won’t be home till late. Don’t worry about dinner.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it. When I cooked last night, you told me not even a starving werewolf would eat that roast. Fend for yourself, since you’re such a connoisseur.”

      Daphne wouldn’t have minded that comment from most people, because she knew she was a terrible cook. But Michael had always made everything he said seem so condescending, it added a new layer to her ever growing fury.

      Rolling his eyes, Michael turned and left, slamming the door behind him. Daphne let out a groan from her anger. Problem was, she was one of the people who cried when she was angry, so people often mistook her emotions for hurt or sadness, when in reality she was merely trying not to rip their throats out with her teeth.

      Right then, she needed to calm herself. She needed answers, technical answers. Just like when she was a student, when she needed assistance, she turned to books. Most of her family’s collection were at Fraser Manor in Inverness, but she had a few with her in her new home because she was studying for the Elder exam.

      She pulled three titles off her shelves: Spells and You: a Guide to Emotional Magick, Potions For The Soul, and Forbidden Magical Manipulation in History. Sitting at the kitchen table, she began to scour the tables of contents in each book, searching for a clue as to what she believed had happened to her.

      She found the first hint in Forbidden Magical Manipulation. It had to do with a witch in the seventeenth century trying to become the Queen of Spain, bewitching the king into marriage with a love potion. But the potion backfired, because the king had no warm feelings toward the witch whatsoever.

      She switched over to Spells and You for more information, and that yielded more of what she desired.

      “Love potions are highly restricted, though not illegal, because the effects they can have on a person are either extremely temporary or stem from true feelings within the taker’s emotions. Many scholars, however, argue that all love potions should be illegal, as many people have taken advantage of the effects brought on by the latter situation.

      “People have been hoodwinked into romance because they felt merely one positive emotion toward the person providing them with said potion. Similarly, others have been roped into political battles and have changed the outcome of wars and even human elections. It is for these reasons that magical scholars and the Potioneers Association have tried to make them illegal.

      “The way it affects the magician’s body is thus: the magic works within your body as it breaks down the potion’s ingredients, latching onto your good feelings. Once it has taken hold of said good emotions, it makes it spread to other parts of your psyche. The potions alter your emotions, flooding your cells with serotonin and dopamine, typically toward one person in particular. It essentially creates fake emotions, rooted in one true feeling.

      “Love potions can last anywhere from two hours to two months, though they must be renewed in order for the taker to continue feeling the facetious love. If the love potion’s effects wear off, the taker will no longer feel love.

      “Most love potions take time to work themselves out of the taker’s system, and the longer the taker has been given the potion, the longer it will take for the potion to wear off. In addition, the worse the withdrawal will be.

      “If the taker has been taking the potion for a prolonged period of time and then is no longer given it, it could cause multiple issues, all of them emotional rather than physical, as it would be with human drugs.

      “These symptoms include: sadness, bouts of tearfulness, irrational anger, outbursts of anger, and arguing with the person the potion had forced them to love. It could even cause the taker to despise or possibly murder the person whom the potion had caused them to love.”

      Daphne looked up from the pages, not really seeing anything. Her mind was whirling with what she had just read, disgust and disbelief warring within her heart. It all was beginning to make sense. Her sudden crush on Michael, so soon after breaking up with Salem. Her readiness to ignore his faults and past crimes.

      He gave me a love potion, she thought, hurt tears coming to her eyes. He tricked me. That bloody bastard!

      Angry, she shoved the books away from her, sending them all careening to the floor. She shot up from the chair and that, too, fell back with a crash. It was as if she was seeing black at the edges of her vision as rage consumed her. As well as hurt. She knew Michael wasn’t a prince, but she had never, ever thought him capable of such vileness.

      Daphne began to walk aimlessly around the house, trying to calm herself down, but it was proving to be impossible. She needed to do something, tell someone. But who? Caelum would take Michael’s side, and so would Robert. Draven? Possibly, but he was engaged to Caelum. Too risky to confide in him. No way was she going to tell Kimberly. It would be all over the Coven by tea time.

      As she turned, her eyes fell on the calendar, and she remembered what day it was. Salem’s birthday.

      Without a second thought, she knew exactly where she was going, in whom she could confide. The one person she had always been able to trust.
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        * * *

      

      In honour of Salem’s twentieth birthday, he had been given the day off from his Elder duties. And he was under strict orders to, “Get out of the Coven and have some fun,” from Edelstone and Donahue.

      He had never done much for his birthday. His mother would send him a card, and no one else ever cared about it except for Daphne. Now Evelyn Sinclair was dead, and Daphne probably wished that he was dead.

      Perhaps he could have gone to visit the Ainsleys, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to be around Fiona. The witch scared him. She seemed a bit unstable and untrustworthy. So his only option was to go home and spend his birthday just as he had spent most of his other days: alone.

      Mid-afternoon, he was lying on his couch, trying to read a book with no concentration. Songs of Faith and Devotion was on the record player, turned loud enough to mingle perfectly with the crackling of the fireplace.

      Just as one song ended and there was a beat of silence between tracks, a quick, light knock came at his door.

      He never had visitors, and was somewhere between amused and concerned as he went to answer it. As soon as he touched the knob, he felt the familiar tingle of magic on his skin. As he wrenched open the door, he was nearly speechless as he came face to face with Daphne.

      She looked horrible, with dark circles beneath her eyes and arms crossed uncomfortably across her middle.

      “What are you doing here?” Salem said, and he immediately wanted to kick himself. That was no way to greet the woman you loved. However, he was curious. She had told him in no uncertain circumstances that she never wanted to see him again. Yet there she was, on his doorstep.

      She looked up at him with reddened eyes and opened her mouth as if to speak. However, what came out instead was a mournful wail as tears began to fall from her eyes.

      Salem was more confused than ever, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Daphne was in trouble: she needed him, and he was going to take care of her.

      He wrapped his arms around her and led her into his house and out of the cold. Once the door was shut behind them, he gathered her to him. One hand held onto the back of her head, fingers weaving through her coppery locks, and the other held the middle of her back.

      Her tearfulness frightened him. She was so strong, he had never seen her like this before.

      “Daphne. Daphne, you must calm down,” he said worriedly. “Please … you are trembling.” In fact, she was shaking so hard, she shook him as well.

      She nodded, but the tears didn’t subside. Salem figured he needed to take matters into his own hands and led her into the house, into his living room-cum-library. Gingerly, he disentangled her from his embrace and bade her sit on the couch.

      “I will be right back,” he promised. Unsure of what to do, he simply went to find something he could get her. Now living in the Coven there was little to offer, not even tea. He found two unexpired bottles of beer and grabbed a box of tissues on his way back to the living room.

      Daphne had calmed down some, though she was still sniffling as tears rolled down her cheeks. Without thinking, he held her hand as she wiped at her tearstained face. With a shaking voice, she finally began to speak.

      “I — I did not know where to go. I made a mistake, Sal, a big mistake, and I don’t know how to undo it. You probably hate me, and I’m sorry I had to come and bother you, but —”

      Salem cleared his throat, hating to interrupt her but needing to. She stopped speaking and looked at him. He hoped she could see from his gaze that he didn’t hate her, had never hated her, and never could hate her, no matter what.

      “I could never hate you. I was furious, I was hurt, I am hurt … but never could I hate you. Not you. Talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong,” he implored.

      Daphne took a shaky breath and said, “I think … I know I was given a love potion.” She then began to explain what had started happening to her ever since she and Salem had broken up in their final year of school.

      He was usually so good at schooling his expression, but this time it had to be plain to see the shock and anger he had toward Michael. He was far too stunned, too furious, to hide his emotions.

      How could he? Salem knew he was a vile cretin, not deserving of the title of ‘human’, but he hadn’t thought Michael was capable of that.

      “I just wish I knew for sure, so I could go to the PID, or Edelstone. Right now, you were the only person I could think of who would listen to and believe me,” she finished.

      “I will find out if he gave you a potion,” he said. “Where is he? I’ll make him talk whether he wants to or not.”

      “No, Salem, don’t. You don’t want to wind up in hot water with the PID because of him,” she said, instinctively grabbing his hand in hers.

      At her touch, Salem felt her magic through his skin and he began to lose the tension in his body.

      “What can I do, Daphne?” he asked quietly. “Tell me and I will.”

      “Talk to me,” she said softly, still holding his hand. “Make me forget for a little while. I don’t want to be alone.”

      Her words surprised Salem, but he would be lying if he denied that he was happy. Not that she was hurt, but that he was the one she came to. He was the one her heart reached out to in its time of need.

      And so he talked to her. They talked about the time that had passed since they had left school. They spoke with familiarity about studying for the Elder exam. Salem told her he passed, but not what he was doing for the Coven. And he left out most everything else, considering some of it had been confidential for the Coven and PID, and the rest was rooted in Darkness.

      Her mother had been angry with her for not wanting to be a Medic, but everyone else had supported her decision to become an Elder. She didn't talk about her wedding or her husband any longer.

      Before they knew it, hours had passed and it was starting to snow. He had forgotten how time did this whenever they were together. It was a pleasant feeling.

      “It is late,” he said when the clock struck nine.

      “I can’t go back, Sal,” she said. “I don’t want to be with someone like Michael anymore.” She stood before Salem in the foyer, warm eyes imploring with him to hear her, to understand her plight.

      “If you do not want to go back permanently, you must go back tonight. Do not allow him to get suspicious. He knows I am the only person you would run to,” he reminded her. “You do need to get away from him, but to simply leave... I fear he could harm you if you do so without planning.

      “You must be sure he gave you a potion without your knowledge and bring the evidence to the PID. I love you, Daphne. I cannot see anything stand between you and happiness.”

      Daphne stepped closer to him. “The only thing that makes me happy is you.”

      His heart stuttered in his chest at her words. Could she really, truly have meant that? Her magic reached out, seeming to pull at his, and he knew, he could feel, that that was the truest thing she had ever said.

      As if those words had been a spell, it was like something was unlocked inside of Salem and he grabbed her around the waist, one hand tangling in her hair, and pulled her to him in a heated kiss. She fell into him, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him back as if she were drowning and he was the only thing that would save her.

      He felt how soft and pliant she was against him. How warm, how sweet. It made him dizzy with a love so pure, he wasn’t sure if it was real. All he could think of was that he loved and needed her in a way he didn’t fully understand.

      “Sal, please,” she whispered against his lips, startling him.

      “Are you sure?” he asked quietly.

      “As sure as I was the first time I asked you,” she replied.

      Without thinking — thinking would ruin everything — he picked her up in his arms, bridal style. He had filled out considerably since they had left school. He was thin, but no longer looked scrawny and weak. He could easily carry her without using magic, and did so, depositing her on his bed.

      She reached up to kiss him again, pulling him down by his shirt collar as “In Your Room” began to play from the living room, the dulcet tones adding to the romance that was heavy in the air.

      Nothing more was said between them for quite some time that night.

      And after it was over, they lay together, cuddled and safe and warm beneath the comforter. Magic surrounded them both, a mingling of green and pink sparkles. Daphne lay with her head on Salem’s chest, and he held her tightly. If he never had to let go again, he wouldn’t.

      Eventually, Daphne did move, languidly sitting up in bed next to him. She turned to look down at him and her eyes widened.

      Unsure at first of why she was so startled, Salem looked to where her eyes lay and spotted the amulet. Hastily, he covered his chest with the black duvet. “Daphne…”

      “No, Sal, don’t. Don’t ruin tonight, please. This is the happiest I have been in years.”

      He nodded. “I know. I have wanted this for so long, Daphne.” He kissed her again, but it was not feverish. This was soft, sweet. The kiss of a true love. “But you and I know this is not meant to be. Not as long as this is such a reminder of who I am. Of what I am.” He gestured to the amulet, still hidden.

      “I don’t care anymore,” she insisted, surprising him.

      He smiled lightly, but this one was tinged with sadness. “You always made me happy. Since we were children. All I ever wanted was to be able to make you just as happy as you make me, but I cannot do that. It used to make me angry, but now I’m resigned to that fact. You’re a Fraser, directly descended. I have Munro blood, I am inherently Dark. There haven’t been such star-crossed lovers since Romeo and Juliet.”

      His heart gave a pang as he said it. It was true, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. Despair settled over him as it sank in: they could still never be together. He could never leave The Company now, and she could never accept his role there were he to tell her. They were on opposite sides now, forever sundered.

      “Daphne, I am happy we shared tonight. And I so badly want to take you up on what you’re offering me for the rest of our lives. It is all I ever wanted. But I will not hurt you. You need to go. Please, while you still love me.” He looked away from her, his dark eyes filling with tears. “If you stay, you would not love me for long, and I can’t have that.” He sent a silent spell and Daphne’s clothes piled up beside her. He couldn’t look at her.

      Daphne got dressed quickly and quietly, seeming to take in the truth of what he said. She turned to him, watching him for a moment before she knelt over him, suspending herself on the mattress. She turned him to face her and kissed him. He kissed her back with equal fervour, so hard he was sure that both their lips would be bruised.

      She pulled away and looked at him with eyes that hinted of hope. “I know. I know we can’t be together right now. One day, that will be gone. The past will be erased,” she said, gesturing to his amulet. “Until then, I will wait for you. I will never stop loving you, Salem Sinclair.”

      “Forever?” he asked her, a secret smile on his lips, which she returned.

      “’Til the end of the world.” Daphne stood up, ready to get out of there, when she turned back, a playful smile on her face. “By the way, happy birthday.”

      He laughed, and so did she, despite the tears in both their eyes. “I love you, Daphne. And that will never change.”
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      When Daphne woke up the next day, she knew something was wrong. Her Fraser senses were going haywire. There was a new energy signature that hadn’t been there before.

      Was there an intruder in their house? She sat still and silent, searching for anyone who might possibly be around. Michael’s energy wafted into the bedroom from the living room. He must have come home and gone to sleep on the couch out there. Smart man. Then where was this energy coming from?

      It was giving Daphne so many mixed signals. It was amazingly powerful, that of a strong magician, yet it was so weak at the same time. To continue the paradox, it was at once filled with Light and shrouded in Darkness. She had never felt anything like it.

      And where was it coming from? It felt like it was right there next to her, but unless someone had created a Cloak of Invisibility, there was no one in the room.

      Panic pricked her heart, and sweat beaded at her brow. She knew she needed to remain calm, but it was proving to be difficult. Had someone seen her at Salem’s the day before and sent someone to spy on her? Or do something much worse?

      It had to be someone from Clan Munro, to feel an energy this Dark. But yet … there was so much Light in it, too. It felt impossible.

      Perhaps I’ve lost my mind, she thought, smiling ruefully. Being with Salem last night took the last vestige of my sanity.

      Gingerly, she got out of bed and went into the bathroom. She looked the same as she always did, but somehow there was something different. If only she could put her finger on what it was.

      “Daph?” Michael called through the door. “You forgive me?”

      Never, you vile pig, she thought. Remembering what Salem had told her, however, she said, “Of course.”

      “Okay… I was with the guys yesterday, Robert asked if we wanted to double date with them. His wife wants to try a little place in the Magical District that a witch from Thailand opened,” he said.

      The last thing she wanted to do was double date with this monster she had been hoodwinked into marrying, but she sighed. “Sure, what time?”

      “I’ll give him a ring and ask.”

      They wanted to do lunch, so Daphne forced herself to act normally. Not like her husband had drugged her for the entirety of their relationship.

      It wasn’t until she tried to have breakfast that her body began to betray her well thought out act. She felt queasy, tried to drink some tea, and wound up clutching the toilet bowl. When she vomited, she felt the strange energy strengthen. And it was at that moment her mother’s forced Medic studies came back to her.

      “Witches are, essentially, human but they have a slightly different gestation period. Due to the magic within them, pregnancies typically are detected sooner, as the energy within the foetus can be felt by the mother almost instantly, even before humans declare it a ‘living being’. Pregnancy symptoms also start sooner than they do in average human women.”

      “Gaia help me,” she gasped, without realising she was speaking aloud. “I’m pregnant.”

      “What?”

      Michael’s cry made her jump. She truly had no idea she said that out loud, and now her mind was racing. She couldn’t grasp a single coherent thought. Meanwhile, Michael was overjoyed. He knelt down beside her and wrapped her in a tight hug.

      “This is amazing! Daph, I’m so happy!” He kissed the side of her face.

      Meanwhile, she was still in shock, though now her mind was beginning to work. She knew she hadn’t been pregnant before the previous day. She knew because it was only today that she had woken up with a strange energy around her. One that was both Light and Dark. Part Fraser … and part Sinclair.
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        * * *

      

      Michael called every single one of his friends over instead of doing lunch with just the Ainsleys. He was ecstatic, and so was Daphne. Now that she had got over her shock, of course.

      She was having a baby with the man she loved. And as soon as she could get some proof that she had been given a love potion, they could be together. Amulet or no amulet. But first, she had to play this pantomime to not rouse anyone’s suspicions. Especially not Robert, whom she never really trusted.

      What she really wanted was to get them all out of the house and make an excuse to leave so that she could tell Salem.

      But first, she had to play nice. Daphne despised playing nice. She had to do it her entire life because of her family’s status, and she never wanted to do it again. Hopefully soon, she never would.
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        * * *

      

      Caelum woke up that morning with the brightest smile he had ever felt on his face. Lying next to him was his fiancé, not boyfriend, not mate: his fiancé. Just the thought made him smile even wider.

      Draven rolled over and rubbed sleep-bleared eyes. “Oi, are you plotting my murder?”

      Caelum nudged him. “I’m happy. You said yes last night, don’t you remember?”

      Draven nodded, holding out his left hand which had a simple platinum band on it. “I do. And I’m happy too. But it’s too bloody early for this sort of cheerfulness.”

      Caelum chuckled and kissed Draven’s face. “Come on, grumpy. It’s late. I want to go and tell everyone.”

      “It’s only two in the afternoon,” Draven challenged. “Wait till the sun is down. Two more hours.”

      Caelum pretended to huff. “This is what I get for falling in love with a vampire.”

      At that moment, the landline in the flat began to ring. Draven groaned and put his pillow over his head while Caelum got up with a laugh.

      “Hello?” he said. He hated the telephone, but Daphne had insisted they all get one just in case.

      “Mate, you have no idea what’s happening!” cried the joyous voice of Michael.

      Caelum chuckled. “Tell me about it. Can we get together? With everybody?”

      “That’s why I was calling! Daphne and I have an announcement! What’s your thing?”

      “Draven and I have one, too. But we’ll be gracious and let you two go first.”

      Michael laughed. “You? Give up the spotlight? I think I might be feeling a bit faint.”

      “Piss off,” Caelum snipped. “So, your place? What time?”

      “Let’s say an hour.”

      Caelum agreed. “That just means I have to get our pet vamplet out of bed before sunset. Wish me luck.”

      He hung up and turned toward Draven, who was pretending to be asleep. Caelum could hear him breathing. “Oh well,” he said aloud. “Fiancé’s asleep, guess I can go grab some garlic bread since he won’t be able to smell it when I get back.”

      Using his vampire speed, Draven sat up and launched the pillow right at Caelum’s head. “I’m marrying a git!”

      Caelum burst into laughter and leapt over to Draven, giving him a warm kiss. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Even when you act like a complete arse.”

      An hour later they were on their way to the Smiths’, with Caelum marvelling at how things had changed. In the past decade, he had grown up. His friends had grown up. One set was married, and they were about to announce their engagement. He didn’t feel twenty, he barely felt like he was an adult at all. It was almost frightening.

      And to top it off, Daphne was still insisting that there was some sort of Darkness looming, the same one since their final year of school. Whoever had reformed The Company had started a ball rolling downhill, and he had a funny feeling that they wouldn’t be strong enough to stop it.

      If the humans are right, and the oncoming Millennium brings about the Apocalypse, I might be glad, he thought, unbidden. At least then I won’t have to feel this sense of overwhelming dread I’ve had ever since Riley Stanton was murdered.

      He didn’t talk about it with anyone, but somewhere deep inside he knew that there was something terrible on the horizon. He had no Fraser senses, but the lynx inside of him could feel it. And he was scared of losing everything he had worked so hard to gain.

      Once they got to the Smiths’, Caelum parked his motorcycle on the street and cast a Charm over it so no human cop would give him a ticket. Once inside the small house in London, both of them could plainly see the excitement on both Michael and Daphne’s faces.

      Daphne hugged Caelum and then Draven, but as she pulled away from Draven she squealed. “You’re engaged?”

      “Way to spoil it, Daph,” Caelum said. “I asked him last night.”

      “And I was crazy enough to say yes,” Draven added, smiling.

      Michael hugged them both. “Right on, mates!”

      At that moment, the doorbell rang. Daphne went to get it and in walked Robert and his wife, Fiona. Despite appearing only a few years older than they all were, Caelum couldn’t remember Fiona at school. He knew that she was a distant descendant of Clan Fraser, but her lack of family name and education gave him the creeps.

      “Hello, everyone,” she said politely, giving air kisses to everyone. She reminded Caelum of his mother a little, and that was not a compliment toward her.

      To distract himself, he went into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of sparkling wine and placed glasses on a tray. “So, Draven and I are celebrating. What’s your big news?”

      “Wait, what are you celebrating?” Robert asked.

      Draven held his hand out. “I said yes,” he explained. Caelum wrapped an arm around his waist. “We’re getting married.”

      There was another wave of congratulatory remarks, and then Caelum returned his attention to the Smiths. “Come on, you’re killing me with suspense here.”

      Michael pulled Daphne closer and kissed her temple. Maybe his eyes were deceiving him, but Caelum could have sworn she grimaced as he did so.

      Taking a breath, Daphne placed a hand on her stomach and said, “I’m pregnant.”

      There was a beat of shocked silence and then Caelum, of course, broke it with a loud cheer. He raced to Daphne and picked her up in a warm hug, spinning her around. She laughed loudly and held onto him.

      “This is incredible!” He placed her on the ground again and Draven came to give her a hug and congratulate her.

      Robert and Fiona followed suit, but the witch didn’t seem very happy. Caelum hoped it was just his innate dislike of her making him exaggerate the half smile half sneer he thought he saw on her face.

      “So, how far along are you?” Fiona asked.

      Daphne’s eyes widened. “I’m not really sure. I suppose I should see a Medic, but the energy just showed up, so it can’t be more than a few days at most.”

      “I thought us Frasers could sense the energy the day after?” she asked, head cocked.

      Daphne shrugged. “That’s just an old crone’s tale.”

      The group spent a couple of hours at the Smiths’, alternately talking about the baby and the upcoming wedding. But whenever Michael tried to draw Robert out about where he’d been and what he was up to, he never responded. And Fiona was still asking Daphne uncomfortable questions. It upset Caelum, and he could tell that Draven noticed, too. Daphne looked acutely ill at ease.

      As everyone left, Caelum couldn’t contain himself any longer. “Oi, Fiona, way to give Daph the third degree back there. Why didn’t you get some Liar’s Lament while you were at it?”

      She bristled. “I asked because I am a Fraser. I can sense energy. Even foetal energy. And I know that baby is not Michael’s.”

      That stopped the three men in their tracks.

      “I’m sorry — what?” Draven asked.

      Fiona crossed her arms, as if daring anyone to doubt her. “That baby has distinctly Dark energy. There is no way it’s Michael’s.”

      Robert’s silvery eyes shined in the weak moonlight. “And I think we all know who the only person would be with whom she’d cheat on Michael.”

      Of course they knew. Especially Caelum. At once, he and Draven said, “Sinclair.”

      There was a hush over the small group. Caelum, for one, was in shock, and he was sure the others were, too. However, he wasn’t upset. Daphne had told them she felt soul magic between her and Salem. That meant that the two of them had a preternatural connection that could never be severed. It was as close as one could get to the magical version of soulmates.

      “What do we do?” he asked. “I’d hate to tell Mike and upset him and Daphne.”

      “Well, Daphne doesn’t seem like she’s going to tell Salem,” Robert said. “Apparently Michael thinks it’s his. And anyway, it’s better we all pretend we don’t know. And never tell Salem.”

      Draven crossed his arms. “Why?”

      Robert sighed. “Because this baby will have mixed blood. Fraser and Munro. That has never happened before. It’s best the baby never knows about his or her Dark lineage.”

      “Best for whom?” Draven questioned.

      Robert eyed them and said, “All of the magical world.”
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        * * *

      

      Salem went back to the Coven to continue his Elder work, but he made sure now to stop back at the Lambeth cottage every night. In case Daphne decided to come by again. Despite their less than ideal parting, he knew how much she loved him now. And if she were to see him again, he wouldn’t kick her out this time. He didn’t have enough Light in him to do that. He was far too selfish and he knew it.

      One night, there came a knock on his door and his heart leapt into his throat. Quickly, he went to answer it. But it wasn't Daphne on the other side. It was Robert, carrying a bottle of good scotch.

      “Hey, mate,” he said. “Up for company?”

      Salem nodded. “Can’t stay up too late. I have to teach in the morning.”

      Robert half laughed, half scoffed. “Teach. Look how normal you sound.”

      Salem bristled at the subtle insult. “Was that not what we agreed on? I stay and indoctrinate those old enough to understand into The Company?” Not that he had been doing that. The most he had done so far was make a few kids cry because of his harsh tongue.

      Robert nodded. “Yeah, sure. As long as you don’t plan on defecting … again.”

      “And what makes you believe I would do that?”

      His friend handed him a glass and then sipped his own. “The fact that I heard you were with Daphne Fraser. Again.”

      Salem was silent. He didn’t want to admit anything, especially not the real reason for Daphne’s visit: the love potion.

      “Look … she’s dangerous. All of Clan Fraser are. And if you keep letting her ensnare you, you could compromise everything we are doing. Everything. And it could get her killed as well. You don’t want that, do you?”

      “I thought you said death was not in your plans,” Salem said sharply.

      Robert’s eyes widened. “Not me. But you know as well as I do that there are Company members who would happily shed Fraser blood. For her sake if not your own, leave here and go to the Coven. Stay away if you want to keep her alive.”

      Long after Robert left for the night, Salem sat where he was, hating himself more than ever. He knew he was putting Daphne in danger by associating with her again, and here he had been so selfish that he hadn’t cared. He had simply wanted her, and had disregarded all the possible consequences.

      That was a large part of why he didn’t deserve Daphne. He cared far too much for his own emotions and not her wellbeing. As much as he loved her, he had never once done what was best for her. And now he vowed to change. Even if it broke his heart, he would do the one thing that could possibly keep her safe.

      He would leave Lambeth and never return. He would leave Daphne. And while it might hurt the both of them, he knew that any pain was worth her survival.
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        * * *

      

      It took Daphne three days to be able to make up an excuse to go and see Salem. She told Michael that she had to pick up a book at the PID library, which was across the Thames from Lambeth.

      First she did stop at the PID. She wanted another book about detecting love potions, even after one might have stopped being dosed. As well as the legality of such actions.

      It took a while: the PID library was massive, and she heard that the library at the headquarters in Chicago was triple the size. Eventually, she made it to Lambeth, excited to see Salem and nervous to tell him what was happening.

      She fervently wished that Michael hadn’t found out she was pregnant, but that was something she and Salem could deal with together. Perhaps with Edelstone’s help somehow, since Salem was an Elder now.

      When she approached his house, she noticed that the wards dropped for her, as if they recognised her magic. She stepped up to the front door, where there was an envelope taped to the wood. It bore her name in Salem’s unmistakable spiked cursive.

      Placing the books in her large handbag, she plucked the envelope from the door and opened it. Inside was a letter.

      “My dear Daphne, it pains me to write these words, but I know that I must. For your sake alone.

      “What we shared the other night will be forever burnt into my memory, into my very soul. To know that you still care for me despite my Darkness, despite my affiliation with the other side, fills me with a joy I have never known. In fact, your mere existence fills me with that joy.

      “But what we agreed on should still stand. I am the enemy, whether or not you want to believe it. The amulet I wear is a barrier between you and me. And I have chosen my side: you were born into yours. I cannot rescind my allegiance, any more than you can renounce your name.

      “This, you and I, was never meant to be. So let this note be my heartfelt goodbye. I will always love you, Daphne. Till the end of the world. I hope that you can get away from Smith, that you can find a new slice of happiness in the world. Because all I want is for you to be happy.

      “Yours eternally, Salem”

      Daphne dropped the letter, her fingers going numb from the pain she felt.

      So this is it, then, she thought, willing the hurt tears to stay away. They didn’t listen and dripped down her face anyway. This is how we end. With a letter and knowledge that he chose the Dark over me.

      She wasn’t sure which emotion was the most prevalent: hurt, anger, or disappointment.

      “Go to Hell, Salem Sinclair.”
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      Daphne’s disappointment didn’t go unnoticed, but lucky for her, she was able to convince Michael that it was a pregnancy mood swing and she would be fine.

      “Oh, like your mood wasn’t already doing loop-de-loops?” he quipped.

      In her current state, she fought the urge to slap him.

      She had to do that often. Now that she knew she wasn’t being given a love potion any longer, her real feelings for Michael resurfaced. Though she no longer detested Caelum as much, and she had always liked Draven, her feelings for Robert were also diminishing. Deep down, she wondered how much of him was still on the side of Darkness as well. She also felt some serious Darkness from Fiona, and she could tell that Caelum and Draven didn’t like her, either.

      One day, Daphne said to Michael, “I want Draven to be the baby’s Godfather.” It had become a custom in the magical world to appoint a Godparent for a baby in case of another war, the baby could be cared for.

      “I was thinking Caelum, but yeah, sure,” Michael agreed.

      Months passed, and while Daphne’s heartache over Salem didn’t ease, she managed to find joy in what she could. Including the baby, and the fact that, at least, the child would be raised by two people who loved them. Because Michael seemed ecstatic to know that he was going to be a father.

      Daphne didn’t regret what she’d done, because he had tricked her into marriage. Though now she was glad he had. She might not love him, but a newspaper story came that made her glad she was married to someone on the side of the Light.

      “A gathering of apprentice magicians in London was abruptly cut short yesterday when a potent potion turned to steam was piped into the cafe where they were gathered. Out of twenty apprentices, six passed away, and fourteen are still in the PID’s hospital, being cared for by Medics.

      “The Company of Clan Munro did not claim the attack, though it is suspected it was perpetrated by at least one, if not more, of their members. The PID and King Edelstone urge anyone with any information about The Company to contact them immediately.

      “So far, the culprit has not been caught, and there were no traces left to follow.”

      Michael read the article and said, “You think it might be Sinclair?”

      She nodded, eyes downcast. “He is clever enough. You know that as well as I.”

      “Bloody psychopath. What you ever wanted with him, Daph, I will never know.”
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        * * *

      

      On Halloween night, October 31st, Daphne and Michael called a Medic to their home, and little Harley Evelyn Smith was born. Though deep down, Daphne knew that that was not her rightful name, and one day hoped that the little baby could know the man who had given her the jet black hair and onyx eyes others exclaimed over.

      She was a beautiful baby, never cried, and was highly advanced, as most magical children were. She immediately entranced every visitor; even Fiona seemed to be enamoured with the baby.

      “The lass has gorgeous eyes,” she commented. “Which side of the family did they come from?”

      Daphne bristled. “I am not sure. Clan Fraser is vast, and we have people with all sorts of eye colours.”

      For the first year and a half of her life, little Harley was doted on by everyone, especially Draven and Caelum, who were always around. The two had yet to marry, though it was legal for magicians to marry regardless of the gender of their partner.

      Meanwhile, Daphne was becoming closer to Michael. Not because she had to, but because it was safer than trying to prove she had been dosed with a love potion once upon a time. She didn’t want to shake up her world, or Harley’s. Not when Dark attacks were being steadily reported all over the United Kingdom. The baby needed stability in case things got worse.

      Not long before Harley turned two years old, Daphne had another baby, a boy named Nicolas, after her grandfather. And Robert and Fiona also has a baby a few months before: Roger Ainsley.

      “It’s the second generation of magicians,” Caelum said when they were all together. He was holding Nick, as they had taken to calling their son, in his lap, and the baby giggled happily at him. “Never thought about this when I was young.”

      “This one,” Draven said, who was playing with blocks with Harley, “will probably be in school before any of us were.”

      “Her magic is highly advanced,” Robert commented. Fiona was holding Roger to her chest, as he was asleep. “I think she’s going to be quite the prodigy, if given the chance.”

      “We agree,” Daphne said, smiling at her brilliant, beautiful daughter.

      Caelum looked up from under his lashes and said, “She’s brilliant like her parents.”

      At that moment, Daphne knew that he knew. And that perhaps others did as well. Instead of panicking, she sat up straighter and looked him straight in the eye. Despite Caelum’s size, bloodline, and abilities, Daphne was more than confident that she could and would take him on if he tried anything.

      “You’re absolutely right, she is,” she said, keeping her voice even and maintaining eye contact.

      Caelum seemed to get the message, and he dropped his gaze, turning his attention back to Nick.

      It wasn’t until Caelum and Draven were leaving that Daphne was able to confront them. Harley was content with her toys in the living room, and Michael had taken Nick to be changed.

      “You know.”

      Draven and Caelum glanced at each other before nodding.

      “It’s kind of obvious, Daph,” Caelum said. “Why, though? Why did you do it?”

      The whole story was on the tip of her tongue, but she held it and merely shook her head. “It’s a long, long story. But Michael and I do not have the relationship he wishes we do. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

      “I assume, by the lack of Dark magic attacks, that Sinclair doesn’t know?” Caelum asked.

      Daphne rolled her eyes. “No, he doesn’t know. He doesn’t want anything to do with me, so why would I bother telling him about Harley? These bloody Clans; I wish I was an apprentice!” She huffed and crossed her arms tightly, hating how her emotions came to the surface at the absolute worst times.

      Draven reached out and gave her a hug. “Cae and I know more about that than you might think. You know, being a vampire and all here. If you love him, maybe one day you’ll be able to be with him again.”

      “And you two wouldn’t hate me for leaving Michael?” she asked warily.

      Caelum sighed. “No. You’re our friend as much as he is. We want you to be happy. If it’s with that overgrown bat, then so be it.”

      She glanced outside, where clouds were obscuring the quarter moon. “I have a bad feeling that it won’t matter who I want to be with. I don’t think we’re going to make it.”
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        * * *

      

      One year later…

      

      It was September, and the start of the school year, which always meant that Salem was his busiest, finalising lesson plans and meeting new first time Coven students. All while attending meetings with The Company. Something inside told him that what he was seeing in these meetings was not the whole story. Everyone seemed far too tense lately. While he was usually silent at the gatherings, at the next one he vowed to speak up, ask direct questions.

      “What is our plan? It seems like we have been puttering about ever since I joined,” he said. “Robert, you told me you had a multi-step plan. Part of that was you and Fiona bearing a child, which you did. What else must be done before we act?”

      Robert arched an eyebrow, appearing amused. “Eager for blood, Salem?”

      “No. Eager to know that I have not pledged allegiance to someone like Edelstone: all talk and no trousers.”

      Robert burst into laughter. “If you must know, we had a … minor setback. Something Helga was supposed to ensure didn’t happen did, and now I must take care of that before we can begin the final phase of our plans.”

      Salem realised that he hadn’t seen Helga at all. For quite some time. He rarely paid attention, as everyone wore those same green cloaks, but now that he thought about it … she hadn’t been there in over a year. Possibly longer.

      “Where is Helga?” he questioned.

      Robert flapped a hand. “Relieved of her position some time ago. Permanently.”

      As in, you killed her, Salem thought blandly. He wasn’t pro murder, but he wasn’t going to get upset over people who were so inconsequential. “Very well, then. Just ensuring that we do still, in fact, have a plan.”

      Robert smiled. “Oh, we do.”

      “And my part in it?”

      “Keep Edelstone out of it. I know you cannot do much with the PID, but merely keep the King and the Elders in the dark about our movements, and you will have done plenty for the cause.”

      After the meeting ended, Salem felt a tell-tale tingle on his chest. Unbuttoning his high collar, he pulled out the amulet. It didn’t tingle or heat up often. In fact, the last time it had was the birth of little Roger, signalling another piece of Ainsley’s plan completed.

      Without dwelling on it too much, Salem took a wrong turn as he headed toward the front door, waiting until the rest of The Company members who went to the meeting had cleared out.

      There was something going on, and if none of The Company was privy to it, then Salem knew it had to go to new depths of Darkness. When the door closed on the last guest leaving, he slipped back upstairs to where he knew the Ainsleys had their parlour as well as Roger’s nursery.

      The door to the nursery was open, and Salem could hear Fiona and Robert speaking, as well as the babbling of his godson.

      “I hate to say it, but Salem was right,” Fiona said. “It does seem as though we have done nothing.”

      Robert sighed. “We cannot move while she lives. You know this as well as I do. She must be removed from the equation post-haste.”

      She who? Salem wondered.

      “The whole family should go. You know that the woman has been a hindrance to Sinclair since they met. Just get rid of the lot of them, I say,” Fiona commented.

      Robert made a noise in his throat. “There’s the boy, too. Nicolas.”

      “Even him. Any Fraser we can kill is a bonus to us. Not like sweet little Daphne wasn’t already at the top of our list to get rid of when the time came.”

      Salem’s stomach dropped to his knees or thereabouts, but he forced himself to control his emotions and listen to see where this conversation went.

      “The family will not go down easily,” Robert commented. “They have many powerful allies.”

      Fiona scoffed. “I know. Pretending to be friends with the Clan traitor and the bloodsucker makes my skin crawl. I have to shower whenever we leave their presence.”

      “And,” Robert continued as if his wife hadn’t spoken, “we cannot plot a stealth attack. Daphne will feel it coming and stop us. If we go in, it will start a war, Fiona.”

      “I know,” she said. “But if we do not get rid of the brat now, Roger has no chance of growing up and fulfilling the prophecy!”

      Robert nodded. “I agree with you, believe me. But we cannot go in now. We must wait until the timing is correct. When they will least expect us.”

      Fiona smiled. It was not a nice smile; rather, it made Salem’s blood chill. It was aimed at her son, who began to whimper at the sight. “Soon, my bairn, the Darkness will reign. All thanks to you.”

      Salem couldn’t stay there any longer, nor could he run away. Fiona was tucking the baby in, and any moment they would leave the room and see him. If he ran, they would surely hear him.

      There was a trick Robert had taught him, one that neither of them should have known as boys, as it was illegal: teleportation. However, he had to hope that Edelstone and the PID would give him a pardon when they heard the reason why he felt the need to teleport. To save the Clan Fraser heirs from a brutal murder.

      Willing his energies and picturing Edelstone’s office, he thought the silent incantation and felt a pulling at his very soul as the spell began to work. He could feel his cells, each one of them it seemed like, as he was transported through space, from Keswick, England to Inverness, Scotland.

      He materialised in the middle of the King’s office, a little off balance. He didn’t have time to right himself before the King began to scold him.

      “Salem Sinclair! You of all people know that teleportation is illegal! I dearly hope that you have a brilliant reason for doing so right into my office!” But under the anger, Salem could see that Edelstone was concerned. Salem never broke rules. Ever. For him to break the law, it had to be something major.

      “I have just come from Ainsley Manor,” he said, trying to remain calm and failing as his breath came short and worry filled his heart. “They’re planning … oh, Goddess, what they’ve been planning… I was a bloody fool to ever believe him.”

      “Sit down, my boy,” Edelstone said, using magic to move a chair from the desk so Salem could sit.

      He couldn’t however. He was filled with so many emotions, his body felt like it was going to explode. Shame, anger, guilt, fear, love … all of that and more swirled within him, threatening to overtake him and send him into madness.

      “It’s Daphne,” he gasped. “They want to kill her!”

      After that, he was unable to say anything more as tears overcame him, spilling from his eyes and he could barely breathe. He was thankful for the chair, as his legs gave out from beneath him, and he nearly ended up sprawled on the floor.

      He was wracked with guilt for not telling Edelstone sooner, for spending the last three years assisting the Ainsleys with their plan.

      The King let him cry himself out, and when he was done he felt weak and ridiculous. However, he was too worried about Daphne to care.

      “Now, tell me what happened,” Edelstone said calmly. “Omit no detail.”

      “I was at the Ainsleys tonight. Thought something was not right with their plans. So I remained inside the manor and overheard a conversation. They are planning to kill the entire Smith family, but Daphne in particular. And it will happen soon. We have to stop them!” Salem said, voice rising.

      Edelstone kept that same placid expression on his face, and Salem wanted nothing more than to smack him.

      “What, exactly, did they say?”

      “That with her alive, Roger Ainsley cannot…” He trailed off, realising that if he told Edelstone everything, then he was outing himself as a productive member of The Company, as well as having been lying to him for three years about his allegiance. He would wind up executed for his crime, or at least stripped of his powers and imprisoned. His life was over. However, he knew he had to tell the truth. If he didn’t, Daphne would die, and he couldn’t have that. Her life and her happiness were worth far more than his own.

      And so he told Edelstone everything, every single plan he had been privy to and had not revealed to the King as promised. He felt no remorse, only guilt that he hadn’t tried to stop this sooner. But he was not sad. No, he was glad. Glad that he could do his part to save the woman he loved, and the people she loved.

      Edelstone listened without his expression changing, as if Salem were talking about a new potion rather than a systematic betrayal of the entire Coven.

      When Salem was done, he sat with his hands clasped, not meeting Edelstone’s eyes.

      “Why did you not tell me any of this, Salem?” the King asked quietly. He did not sound angry, but rather sad.

      “After that letter, I did not think I was needed in the Coven any longer,” Salem admitted.

      “Letter? What letter?”

      Salem looked up sharply. “The one you sent the day before my Elder exam. Telling me my ‘services were no longer required’.”

      The King’s eyes narrowed. “I never wrote nor sent any letter, Salem. Someone, my guess would be your former roommate Robert, wanted you sundered from the Coven, and they succeeded.”

      Salem ran a hand through his hair, tugging hard. “I am a fool.”

      “No. You were just a boy,” the King corrected. “You were hurt and mistreated for most of your life. Cast out, ostracised. Searching for a place where you could finally belong. You are not a fool; you were merely misled. As many were before you, and many will be after you.” He reached across the desk and placed a gnarled hand on Salem’s arm. “You were brave to come here tonight, admitting your crimes and deception so plainly. A fool would not have done so.”

      Salem was silent, trying not to give in to the urge to cry again.

      “You do know that such deception warrants a call to the PID, yes?” Edelstone asked.

      Salem nodded. “Go ahead. Call them. I do not care any longer what happens to me. As long as you give me your word that you will protect Daphne and her family.” He met the King’s eyes, trying to convey how he felt in his gaze.

      Edelstone sat back, seemingly to stare at Salem with a searching expression. “You truly do not care if you are sentenced to death?”

      “As long as they are safe. And you do not let the Ainsley brat rise to power when he grows up.”

      Edelstone said, “You truly mean that?”

      “With every inch of my shrivelled, black heart.”

      The King began to smile, and Salem wanted to start flinging hexes. One did not smile at a time like this.

      “Does something amuse you, sir?”

      “No. In fact, I am quite disheartened at what is going on with The Company. However, I am impressed with, and proud of, you. You have truly grown into a well-rounded young man, Salem.”

      Unsure if he was really hearing these words, Salem was silent and let the King continue.

      “You have come to me in honest repentance, wanting to right your wrongs and protect the very Clan that at one time wanted you dead. It is admirable, to say the least.

      “As the King, I have a few rules I can bend. And that includes deciding what the punishment will be for Coven offenders. And I do not wish for you to be put to death over childish mistakes.”

      So he will revoke my powers then, Salem thought. Good. I think I’d like to be rid of them.

      “Will you, in the future, vow to me and to the Coven, that you will no longer earnestly work for The Company?” Edelstone said.

      Salem nodded. “I vow.”

      “And if I were to ask you to remain in The Company?”

      Salem bristled. “Then you can go to Hell, old man.”

      Edelstone, instead of getting angry, burst into laughter. Salem hadn’t realised that he said those words out loud.

      “Dear boy, you are surprising sometimes. No, no. I meant remain there as my spy, as you originally promised me you would. Help me gain as much intel as I can on when they plan on making their move so we can make a preemptive strike.”

      Oh. “I would. Would … that be my punishment? A way to make amends, then?” he asked.

      The King nodded. “Partly.”

      “What would the other part be, may I ask?” He should have known that Edelstone wouldn’t let him off the hook so easily.

      “I am an old man, was an old man when I took on this job. And I still have not selected my successor.”

      That was news to Salem. “What about Mrs. Donahue? Everyone thought she was next in line to take over.”

      Edelstone bowed his head. “It is traditional that the current leader starts a rumour to take away attention from the true successor, to stop any potential threats. I have yet to find anyone suitable for running the Coven … until now.

      “My boy, why is it you think I made you take so much of your Elder training with me instead of Donahue or Boyle?”

      Salem shrugged. “To keep an eye on me. That you did not trust me.”

      Again, the King chuckled. “Ah, no. I saw potential in you that no other magician has had in decades. I saw a true leader, a true King, in you. I would like for you to be the next Coven King.”

      Not one to be easily rendered speechless, Salem was at a loss for words at that proclamation. There was no way in any universe that Edelstone thought him a good fit to run the Coven. All of Clan Munro was universally despised, himself in particular. He was not a King. At best, he was lucky to be an Elder.

      “You have truly gone mad, sir,” he said.

      “No, on the contrary, I am not mad, as many people seem to think. I love this Coven and the magicians who live in it. And when my time comes to die or retire, I need to know that it will be run by someone who has the same appreciation for the Coven as I do. Who found a safe haven here. Who found a home.

      “Let me put this to you as plainly as I can: you will agree, or your powers will be revoked. There is no other option here.”

      Blackmail. Now there was something Salem could understand better than kindness. Blackmail was evil, and he knew evil. He could work with evil.

      “Is that not a new low, even for you?” he asked. “Blackmailing me into taking a job I do not want, that will most likely kill me?”

      “It is not blackmail. It is … an ultimatum. Regardless of your response, you can rest assured that the Smith family will be saved. But I think that, in time, you will see the validity of my offer.”

      Edelstone stared Salem down, and Salem did not wither in the old man’s gaze. He really did think he was mad, to want him of all people to be the next King. There was no way he was agreeing to it. Yet … as much as he considered his powers a burden, he was proud of them. And he wanted to help. He wanted to help save Daphne and her family, after he nearly got them killed.

      “You are truly wicked,” Salem commented coldly. “But I will do it. I agree to become the next Coven King.”
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      Daphne was just getting home from shopping for Harley’s third birthday presents. She had been teaching Harley about all the different types of magic out there, and the toddler had been adamant that she wanted to learn how to brew potions. Ignoring the stab in her heart that her little girl wanted to be like the father she never knew, she went out and bought a human chemistry set for beginners for her to practice on. Salem had once told her it was what his mother had bought him as a boy.

      As she was unlocking her door, there was a popping sound and a little blue elf was standing next to her, smiling brightly.

      She gave a startled yelp and nearly dropped her packages. “You startled me,” she scolded. While it was considered highly archaic, the PID and UK Coven still employed elves to deliver messages in a timely manner. The rest of the Covens simply used letter carriers or had evolved to use technology.

      “My apologies, Mrs. Smith. But you have an urgent letter from the King,” the elf said, presenting her with a parchment sealed with the Coven crest.

      “Thank you,” she said as she took the envelope. She went inside her house and opened it the moment she set the bags down. In the back of her mind, she wondered if Edelstone was going to ask when Harley could start school.

      Instead, she had received an urgent summons.

      “Mrs. Smith, please come to the Coven at once. It is of dire importance. Leave Mr. Smith to watch the children to be sure they remain safe, especially little Harley.”

      Fear raced down her spine, and some part of her knew that this was it: this was the culmination of the Darkness she had been feeling ever since the apprentice murders began when she was seventeen.

      After hastily explaining to Michael what Edelstone wanted, she went to their Pege pen and rode one to the Coven, wishing she could teleport.

      She landed deftly in the pen within the Coven borders and ran to the castle, her feet barely touching the ground. Whatever Edelstone wanted, if it required someone staying home to protect the children, it couldn’t be good.

      At the castle doors, she managed to compose herself. It wouldn’t do to look frazzled in front of the Coven members who might not have any idea anything was going on.

      Nimbly, she climbed the staircase and headed to the office. She knocked, wishing to just pop right in and demand an explanation to the letter. But she was a Fraser, she couldn’t be seen to be impolite.

      “Enter,” Edelstone called.

      Daphne walked into the room, surprised that Draven and Caelum were there already. Two extra chairs had been set out before the King’s desk, allowing four people to sit before him. It was the fourth person whose presence shocked her.

      Salem.

      He looked well, if a little too thin and tired looking. His eyes were sharp and alert. She could no longer see the amulet, but she could feel its Dark energy in the room, so she knew that he still wore it.

      His magic called out to her the moment she walked in the room, wrapping and weaving around hers. Warmth and love suffused her, and she had to force herself from running right into his arms.

      “Okay, great. She’s here. Can we get on with this now?” Caelum asked, impatient. “I really don’t like sitting here in the dark.”

      Daphne nodded. “I must echo Caelum’s sentiments. I’m a little more than concerned here, sir.”

      The King nodded. “I realise that. Please have a seat. Can I get you some tea, perhaps?”

      “Answers,” she replied. “You can get me answers.” She gingerly sat in the only open chair, between Caelum and Salem. “Now would be preferable.”

      “And my first question is … what is he doing here?” Caelum asked, gesturing to Salem.

      “Doing my job, which is more than I can say for you, considering you don’t have one,” Salem retorted calmly.

      “Gentlemen, if you would please,” Edelstone said, holding his hands up. “Salem came to me yesterday evening with some disconcerting news regarding The Company of Clan Munro. News you all needed to hear, but I did not wish to alarm you in the dead of night.”

      “You should have,” Draven said, surprisingly scolding an authority figure. “What if waiting had gotten someone killed?”

      Edelstone smiled a little. “I wondered when you would grow into your own, Mr. Silver. Alas, I knew nothing could happen in the night. And now here you all are. And I will allow Salem to tell you what is currently happening in The Company.”

      All eyes were on Salem, who looked acutely uncomfortable.

      “What is it?” Daphne asked quietly, making him look in her eyes. Which was a mistake, because what she saw there completely negated the letter he had left her. There was no real Darkness in him, no malice. Her heart ached at the thought of him being alone for all these years.

      “I have been involved in The Company for three years now,” he admitted. “For much of that time, it seemed nothing was happening. I thought the organisation a bit of a joke, to be frank. But it was somewhere to belong, and so I remained, even when my better sense told me to leave.”

      Caelum scoffed. “Oh great, we’re taking advice from a bloody traitor.”

      “Shut up, Caelum,” Daphne snapped.

      “Robert and Fiona once said they wanted to fulfill an old prophecy, and they were going to sire a child to do that. And they did, perhaps you know?” Salem looked at the other three.

      “Robert?” Caelum asked. “He renounced Clan Munro after we graduated. He’s our friend. And of course we know his son, he plays with little Nick.”

      Salem gave a smirk, but he didn’t seem at all amused. “And you call me a traitor. At least I am not a liar. Robert Ainsley is not your friend, you overgrown alley cat. He has been plotting against you, so he claims, since our final year at school.”

      Draven’s eyes widened, and he looked truly hurt, while Caelum seemed to be flabbergasted. Daphne, however, was neither. She had sensed the evil in both him and his wife, and she was disappointed in herself. She should have known better.

      “You’re a filthy liar,” Caelum snapped. “There is no way he’d do that.”

      “Yes there is,” Daphne said quietly, surprising everyone. “I felt Darkness growing when he was around. I should have said something.” She looked up at Salem. “What is little Roger supposed to do, exactly?”

      Salem sighed. “The prophecy said something about mixed bloodlines — in this case Munro and Fraser — healing the rift between Darkness and Light forever. They plan on raising him under extreme Munro ideals in order to make him take over the Coven with eternal Darkness when he grows up. But there is something standing in their way.”

      He turned to Daphne, effectively shutting out the other three in the room. “You. I overheard them: they are going to kill you — and your family — in order to complete their goal. They want you dead, and they are planning their attack soon.”

      Her mouth dropped. What did she have to do with them? It made no sense. “Are you sure, Sal?”

      He nodded. He reached over and took her hand in his, magic sparking on her skin. “Daph, you must take your family and hide. None of you are safe right now, and until we can make a move to stop Robert—”

      “No,” she said. She turned her hand so that her fingers intertwined with his. “Salem, you know me. You know I will not hide, especially not from the Dark. If they want me, they will find that I am not so easily bested.”

      He smiled a little. “I should have expected nothing less. But you will not be alone, Daphne.”

      “That’s for damn sure,” Caelum said. “You think we’re going to let some mad bastard kill you, or your family?”

      “We will protect you. Let you fight for yourself, of course, but like Sinclair said, you won’t be alone in this,” Draven promised.

      Daphne smiled at them, despite the worry gnawing at her. “What can we do?”

      “Pretend you know nothing. Today, Salem, myself, and Mr. Lynx and Silver, if they feel so inclined, will cast warding charms over your home, to at least offer some modicum of protection,” Edelstone said. “I would have you assist, we all know you are the best at Charms, but you must be inside your home when the wards are cast.

      “Meanwhile, behave as if everything is normal. If you sense even the slightest rise in Dark energy, call Salem or myself immediately. And be prepared to have to either flee or fight at a moment’s notice. You are, as a whole, a much more talented magician than Michael Smith. So if it comes down to it, he should flee while you stay and fight.”

      Salem smirked, as did Daphne, who nodded.

      “All right. That I can do.” She looked up at Salem and said, “Thank you. For turning on your Clan for me. You know I never, ever wanted that for you.”

      Caelum made a gagging sound in his throat.

      “Enough, Mr. Lynx,” Edelstone scolded. “All right. Now for our plans. Salem, you must continue infiltrating The Company, as we discussed, as well as ensure that no tendrils of their Darkness reach the Coven borders.

      “Lynx and Silver, you will be a protective detail for the Smith family. With your heightened shifter and Undead senses, you are the best wizards for the job.

      “Daphne, simply be prepared to fight for everything you love.”

      Everyone nodded, despite the growing fear in Daphne’s heart. In one hour, her entire life had been turned upside down. She went from preparing for Harley’s third birthday to having to wonder if her daughter was going to die. Which brought up a thought that made her feel lightheaded. But she couldn’t bring it up until Salem was out of the room.

      “Salem, if you would, please, can you go and see Cecily’s Charm Shop and bring in trinkets for the warding? I plan to leave in one hour,” Edelstone asked. “If she wonders what for, say you are assisting Boyle in his class.”

      Salem nodded and stood up, finally letting go of Daphne’s hand. “I will be back before the hour is up.” He turned and exited, but Daphne couldn’t let him go like that.

      She stood up abruptly and said, “Excuse me one second.” Dashing out the door, she called Salem’s name. He was walking toward the staircase and waited, eyes searching as Daphne came closer to him.

      She stepped up to him, feeling their magic entwine in a way that it hadn’t before. “Your letter…”

      He sighed. “I only did it to protect us both. To save us both from heartbreak.”

      “And yet my heart was pretty broken.”

      “Mine was, too.” He reached out tentatively, his hand barely brushing hers. “You seem happy now. You had … Nick?”

      She nodded. “The Darkness was growing. I am no longer under a love potion. But that just means that I know who I truly love. And it’s still not Michael… It’s still you, Sal. It has been from the moment we met.” She held his hand tightly.

      “You don’t hate me for joining The Company?” he asked.

      “No. I was hurt at how you left after that night we shared, though. But I understand, and it never stopped me from loving you. I…” She trailed off, wondering if she should tell him about Harley.

      “Yes, Daphne?” he asked.

      “There is something vitally important I need to tell you. But I can’t, not until The Company is eradicated,” she admitted.

      He gave a small smile, pressing her hand to his lips. “I will be here to hear it. And I love you, too. I never stopped. All I wanted was your happiness.”

      “Next time, do me a favour: be selfish and want me for yourself,” she said, surprising herself.

      Salem smiled and pulled her closer, one arm around her waist. She closed her eyes just as his lips touched hers. Magic burst behind her eyes and she couldn’t remember how long it had been since she had felt so blissful.

      When the kiss ended, all too soon, Salem whispered, “Go and plan. I will return soon, and do my very best to keep you all safe.”

      He let her go and she walked back into Edelstone’s office with what she was sure was a goofy smile on her face.

      “Ugh,” Caelum groaned. “Makes me sick just picturing someone in love with that creepy git.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Daphne muttered as she took her seat.

      “Yes, because there are more important things right now,” Edelstone agreed. “Salem still does not know his daughter exists, yes?”

      Daphne’s blood ran cold. “How did you know?”

      Edelstone chuckled. “I keep many ears to the ground, especially in regard to my Coven. Still, it was in your daughter’s best interest to keep him in the dark. The less he knows about her existence, the better.”

      “Why?” Draven asked.

      Edelstone looked sad for a moment before he answered. “Because Robert does not want Daphne dead. It is Harley he plans to kill.”

      “What?” Daphne gasped, clutching at her throat. Fear and rage battled within her. She wanted to at once go and murder Robert, and also rush home to hold her daughter.

      “Harley is who is standing in the way of Roger Ainsley fulfilling the prophecy,” Edelstone explained. “She was the first child born with mixed blood, before Roger. It is she who must die, in their eyes. And killing the rest of the family is merely a bonus for them.”

      Her breath came short and she had to force herself to control it lest she passed out. She didn’t want to faint. She wanted to tear someone’s throat out. Not an entirely new feeling for her, but never had it been so strong.

      “I’ll kill him,” she hissed.

      Edelstone didn’t admonish her. Rather, he nodded. “I understand and do not blame you. And with any luck, they will be executed by the PID. But right now you are more needed at home than on the battlefield. Because if all our other lines of defence fail, you will be the only thing standing between your daughter and death.”
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        * * *

      

      Daphne, Caelum, and Draven went back to Liverpool on two Peges, where the Smiths had moved in the past year, and Edelstone and Salem followed in the King’s chaise.

      It was a mostly human neighbourhood, which made keeping Peges tricky, but with a combination of charms, they were secure.

      “All right, Daphne. Go inside, explain all of this to Mike,” Caelum said. “We’ll take care of the wards.”

      She nodded and went inside, wishing she could assist with the charms: she was far superior to all of them in that area except for, perhaps, the King. But she knew she was needed inside for the charms to work, so she didn’t protest.

      “Daph?” Michael called. He was holding Nick on his hip. “What is happening? Why the bloody Hell are we allowing Salem Sinclair anywhere near our house?”

      “Be quiet and listen for once,” Daphne snapped. “We are in danger. Especially Harley. The Company wants her dead!”

      Michael stopped in his tracks. “They what? Are you sure, Daph? Is the King sure? What are they all doing out there?”

      Daphne hastily explained everything, including Salem’s undercover work and why she couldn’t help with casting the warding spells. “Right now, everything hinges on protecting Harley. Edelstone is setting up a domino of protection. However, it is a domino: if one falls, the next may, too. Until all that is left is us against The Company.”

      Michael held Nick a little tighter. “Bloody buggering… I thought Robert was our friend!”

      “So did I,” Daphne admitted. “I feel as though it is my fault he got so close to us all. I am supposed to sense Darkness, and he hid his so well…”

      Michael shook his head. “No. It’s not. Not really. It is all of ours for not realising that he was playing us for fools. We are better than that, and he hoodwinked the lot of us.”

      She nodded, turning to watch the wards being put in place. The feeling of Light magic surrounded her, even from Salem and Caelum, who weren’t even close to being part of the Light.

      In the middle of the living room, Harley sat, colouring. She preferred quiet, solitary activities, and since she was already exhibiting strong magical powers, they couldn’t send her to a human nursery school. Daphne watched as multiple crayons hovered in the air until Harley decided to pluck one, and then make the others keep hovering. She smiled, blissfully unaware of what was going on, that there was a target on her back.

      “I know I can’t sense this stuff like you can, but she’s strong, isn’t she?” Michael asked. “Even for a toddler?”

      Daphne nodded. “It’s part of why the Dark needs her dead. She has immense power within her, and even I can already tell she will never use it for evil.” She had always sensed something different with Harley, and now she knew why. Her mixed blood created a force in her that could possibly change the world as they knew it.
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      Salem went back to the castle with the King, feeling utterly drained. It wasn’t often that someone from Clan Munro used so much Light magic at once. That, combined with seeing Daphne again, knowing she still loved him as much as he loved her, took a lot out of him. There was worry and relief and guilt all mingling inside, and he needed to calm himself.

      “Go on home,” Edelstone suggested. “Spend a night outside of the Coven. You will feel better for it.”

      Salem nodded. “I think you might be right. See you in the morning, sir.” He hopped onto a Pege and parked it at the PID, who had a stable concealed with magic on the top level of their location at Thames House.

      As he crossed the river to get to his house, he heard a scuffle and a little shriek. Not sure if he really wanted to get involved, he turned the corner to see what was going on.

      A person was on the ground, two people standing over them. He couldn’t tell who was on the ground, but he could see plainly who was the aggressor. Robert and Fiona.

      “Oi, what’s happening?” Salem called in a hushed whisper.

      Both blonds looked up and Robert smirked while his wife scowled.

      “We have a traitor in our midst, Salem. Perhaps you’d like to join us?” he asked.

      “Traitor? What do you mean?” Salem’s heart leapt to his throat, but he kept his voice level and his face blank.

      Fiona kicked at the person on the ground. “I felt it: Light and warding magic went up around the Smith house earlier today. Alerting them if we come around.”

      Salem was able to see the magician on the ground, it was a cousin of Pat Quigley. He didn’t know her name, but she had been the only one in the vast Quigley family to ever defect to The Company. They were known as Fraser associates since time out of mind.

      “How do you know?” Salem asked. “Perhaps we should give her Liar’s Lament.” He didn’t want an innocent dying because of him. Then again, this woman wasn’t an innocent. Not if she believed killing an entire family, including a one year old baby, was a good plan.

      “No, it has to be her,” Fiona said. “No one else has such known ties to the Light.”

      “Salem,” the woman gasped. “Please, I knew you since you were a child.”

      Salem was silent. What could he say? How could he stop this? He had already played his only card: get them to give her the potion that would reveal if she was telling the truth or not.

      Now all he could do was either try and force them to stop, or tell them the truth: it was he who betrayed The Company. And if he did the former, they would see through him to his guilt. And he wasn’t so much of a hero that he would sacrifice himself for a woman he barely knew except in passing.

      He knew it was wrong of him, but he never said he was a good person, he never claimed to be anything but himself: Dark, sarcastic, and not exactly brave. He was cold and calculating and knew that sacrifices were necessary for not just his, but Daphne’s survival as well.

      If dying could keep her alive, he would gladly let Robert hex him to death.

      “Please, I didn’t betray you!” Quigley screamed. “Stop! Salem, you have to know I’m telling the truth!”

      I know, he thought. And it doesn’t make a damn bit of difference. I need to be alive to keep Daphne safe. You don’t.

      “Want to at least confess first?” Fiona asked her. “You can go to Hell with a clean conscience then.”

      Quigley spat at her boots. “Piss. Off. You are psychotic. So’s your husband. And your child will grow up the same way.”

      “Have it your way, then.” Fiona was smiling as she held her hand out. A bright ball of purplish blue magic formed.

      Salem wondered how she, born with Fraser blood, could harness energy like a Munro. Robert said he had taught her things, but never would he have guessed he’d taught her that.

      She shot her magic at the woman and she screamed in pain. Salem could smell her hair and clothes burning. He swallowed hard, feeling bile rise up in his throat. Her whimpers were worse than her screams as she lay there, gasping and crying.

      Fiona giggled like a gleeful child as more energy gathered in her palm, ready to be launched again. Salem wasn’t sure he’d be able to handle the smell of charred flesh as well as hair and cloth.

      “Would it not be prudent to kill her quickly, lest the PID catch us?” he asked casually.

      Fiona rolled her eyes, but Robert said, “He’s right. We can’t get caught now.”

      She huffed a little and said, “I suppose you’re both right. Still, it’s not as much fun.”

      Fun? She calls this fun? Gaia help me, this lady isn’t even just evil, she’s bloody mental, Salem thought. No wonder Angelica Cross wants her dead.

      Fiona’s smile returned as she cast, “Imputresco.”

      Quigley had time to let out one scream before the pain took over and she began to decay from the inside out. Her body began to shrink, and the distinct smell of rot in the wet grass became evident.

      Salem wanted to turn away or at least cover his nose, but he knew he couldn’t without seeming weak to the Ainsleys. His stomach churned at the sight and the sound and the smell.

      When the woman lay dead in a puddle of still decaying gooey flesh and bones, Salem felt that he could finally turn away.

      “Are you going to dispose of the remains or leave them for the PID to find?” he asked Robert, perhaps a bit too harshly.

      His former friend flicked his hand and sent green flames to consume the corpse. Or what was left of it, that is. “Happy now, Salem?”

      He nodded, though he was far from happy, especially at the tone in Robert’s voice. There was ice and steel there, and that tone told Salem that something drastic was going to happen. Possibly something bloody.

      “Tomorrow night, nine o’clock, be at my manor for an emergency Company meeting. Anyone I ask to come who fails to will find themselves just like Miss Quigley over here. Except I will let Fiona torture them a bit more first.”

      Salem stared Robert down, not letting him get a hint of fear. “I will be there.”

      He watched as the Ainsleys walked away, down the Thames, and went right back to his Pege as soon as they were out of his line of sight. When he got back to the Coven, he ran as fast as he could to the castle, bursting into Edelstone’s office without knocking.

      “Salem! Did you not just leave here nary an hour ago? What happened, my boy?” Edelstone asked.

      Salem hastily explained what he had just witnessed, pausing to control both his breathing and his emotions. When he was finished, he said, “And tomorrow he has a big announcement for every Company member. I do believe we are down to the wire, sir.”

      Edelstone nodded. “You will attend the meeting and do not report back here. Rather, report to the town of Brighton, to the flat Lynx and Silver share. They will relay your messages to me. I will let them know to expect you.”

      Salem nodded. “Very well, sir.”

      Edelstone looked warily up at him. “Why did you not stop it, hm? Tell them it was not the Quigley girl?”

      “Because I knew that, without me, the Smiths are as good as dead. I can’t say I wanted her to die, but nor could I have saved her without jeopardising our current mission,” Salem explained. While he was not happy with the turn of events, he knew he had done what was needed to save others.

      Edelstone nodded. “You acted justly. Like a true King should.”

      I am no King, Salem thought. I am nought but a frightened child, surrounded by Darkness and things I do not understand.

      He barely slept, and required a dose of Wakefulness Potion as well as two large cups of coffee when he woke the next day.

      When he did sleep, his dreams were filled with bloody things. He saw and heard the Quigley woman being murdered again, and in his dreams, the end result was worse than what he had actually seen.

      What finally roused him was hearing Robert’s smooth voice in his nightmare: “You know it was you. It’s your fault Fiona had to kill her. You could have saved her, yet you stood by and did nothing. Murderer.”

      His heart was heavy as he sat at the kitchen island, contemplating pouring a third cup of bitter coffee. I knew three years ago that Robert was planning something, and I did nothing about it. No matter what happens, I am guilty of setting these things in motion.

      He ran a hand through his hair, swallowing around the lump in his throat. How could he continue to live with himself knowing he had let it get this bad? And yet, he had been rewarded for his treachery by being made next in line to be Coven King. It made no sense to him. Then again, many of the Coven’s younger set were of the opinion that the old man was going batty. Maybe this was another sign of it.

      He stayed at home, sequestered from the world with magically Charmed shut blackout curtains. He barely ate, as his stomach was rolling with acid. Of course, he was sure that the coffee didn’t help matters, either. He remained in the chair by the fireplace, warming him in the early autumn chill. Or was the chill merely in his bones from fear? He wasn’t sure.

      All he did know was that he needed to shape up and stop feeling sorry for himself. This was no time for self-pity or hatred for that matter. He had made a grave mistake, and now only he could right it.

      An hour before he had to be at Ainsley Manor, he changed into his finest clothes, which weren’t much, and donned the customary green cloak. Making sure the amulet was in sight, he mounted a Pege and flew to Keswick.

      The manor was lit up in the night, a beacon for all those weary and filled with malice. Salem thought that, perhaps, he could taste the evil in the air were he to stick out his tongue.

      He parked the Pege in the trees; the Ainsleys bred malumcorni, which were Peges warped by Dark magic. Were he to leave the Pege any closer, it could become dinner for one of the evil creatures.

      There were a few Company members outside the Manor doors, all whispering in hushed tones.

      “What happened?” Salem asked those closest to him.

      “Had you only been here ten minutes ago,” a man said. “Fiona was taken away.”

      “Taken away? By the PID?”

      A woman shook her head. “Apparently they were spotted yesterday in London, killing a supposed traitor.”

      “Fiona killed, you mean,” the man corrected. “So there was a dust up in here, and Robert cast her out. It was remove her, or the whole Company could be taken down.”

      Salem couldn’t believe his ears. Robert had ordered the attack on Quigley, though Fiona had nearly taken it too far. Still, to send your wife away … it was too cruel even for him to think about.

      He pushed past the people, wanting to talk to Robert before the meeting officially began.

      He found his former friend in the baby’s nursery, idly playing with the toddler.

      “What on Earth is going on?” he asked without a proper greeting.

      Robert looked up, somewhat amused. “Ah, the rumour mill has reached you, has it? It is true: I had Fiona sent away and filed for an official severance of magic.”

      That was a magical divorce.

      “Because of yesterday?” Salem asked.

      “Not just yesterday. I needed a wife with Fraser blood to complete the prophecy, and she was the only Fraser willing to come to the Munro’s side. She has been practicing Dark magic since she was a young girl. She’s evil, makes me look like Glinda the Good Witch.

      “She would have taken The Company down if she remained. Her plans were rash and vicious. It was remove her, or lose everything I have worked for. And I could not, in good conscience, do that.”

      Salem nodded. “So are you rethinking any of it? Now that she’s gone?”

      Robert scoffed. “Are you mad, mate? I am more determined than ever before. We should get to the meeting room. It is nearly time.”

      He clapped Salem on the shoulder and walked away, leading him through the manor and into the large meeting room, where most everyone had gathered. Salem had never seen so many Company members in one place at the same time. It was as if the room had been magically enhanced to hold them all.

      If there are this many here, now, how many will come when he calls us to action?

      “Esteemed magicians,” Robert began, standing in the middle of the room. “Many of you now know that a secret plan of ours was leaked to the Light. And now the Smith family knows that we want them all dead. The offender was taken care of, but in that reckless act, we also lost my wife, Fiona Guilfoyle. Which is fine. Without her recklessness, we may proceed with more stealth.

      “In the coming months, quite soon, I will be calling on many Company members to be at the ready for a battle against the bloody Light. When we strike against the Fraser heirs, there will be backup, both from their allies and even the Coven King, who turned against his own Clan. When we attack, they will try and fight. That is where you all will come in.

      “This will be your ultimate test of loyalty: to come and protect me when I call for it. To ensure that our plans to take control of this and every other Coven come to fruition. Assist me in making our dreams of magical dominance a reality.

      “If you do not assist, or perhaps if there is no reason to assist, then do not hinder. For anyone found to be in compliance with Edelstone or the PID will meet the same sticky end as the Smiths.”

      His silvery eyes roamed over every single person, as if daring them to defy him. No one seemed to even breathe too loudly, lest he take it as a sign of insubordination.

      “When will we strike?” Salem asked, the only one who wasn’t afraid to speak at that moment. He saw others watching, looking as though he was either brave or stupid.

      Robert smiled. “Soon. You all have your amulets? When next they burn, you will know that we are on the move. It must be an ambush, because they are well protected. It will take more than mere magical skill to get inside that house. It will take ambition, drive, and power.

      “One set I want to come with me to Liverpool, to back me up from the Smiths’ entourage of Light. The other set … you will go to the Coven. Take the King if you can.” He turned to Salem. “Where would you rather be? With me, or in the Coven, keeping the King dumb?”

      Salem had to do quick thinking, and he could only hope that his hastily cobbled together plan would work. “The Coven. Let me take the King myself. I have an old score to settle with the old man.”

      Robert chuckled, clapping him on the shoulder. Salem wanted to burn his hand off. “Very well, my old friend. Now … is everyone clear? You will receive your assignments of where I want you as you leave here. Simply wait for my call.

      “And soon, everyone will see that they should not have counted The Company of Clan Munro out so soon. The Darkness will fall.”
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      “A party? Really, Daphne?” Michael asked. “We’re prisoners inside our own home, and you want to host a party?”

      “Harley is going to turn three,” Daphne commented. “And besides, Draven and Caelum do not make it a party. I don’t want her to remember her birthday as a solemn occasion. I want to celebrate her. Some dinner, a little cake, and presents for her will make the day seem more normal. Do you want her growing up hating today?”

      Michael sighed. “No. Of course not. All right, let me give the blokes a call. You good with the cooking and whatnot? Want them to bring anything?”

      “I’m fine. Magic is a wonderful thing when you want to host guests last minute.” Daphne went into the kitchen and made sure that they had the ingredients they needed and began to cook. She could see the living room from where she stood.

      Harley was playing with her chemistry set, and Nick was playing with blocks. No matter how hard she tried, she could not get the siblings to play together. Harley seemed intent on disliking her baby brother, and Nick didn’t seem to care about that yet.

      It’s Salem, she thought. It’s the part of her she inherited from him, being happy when solitary. I hope that doesn’t hurt her as she grows up.

      If she grows up, a small voice in the back of her mind reminded her. She shooed it away and beat an egg extra hard to stop from thinking that way.

      It had been over six weeks since Salem had informed Edelstone of Robert’s plan to ambush the Smiths and their neighbourhood. In those six weeks, Daphne had made possible battle plans, had even gone so far as to draw some up and have them mailed to Draven and Caelum. She was a take charge sort of person, and this was one instance where that side of her came in handy. She wasn’t going to sit idly by and wait for everyone else to save her. She was going to be the mistress of her own fate.

      It was all about balance for her. Spend her nights strategizing, spend her days with her children, trying to make sure they knew that nothing was going on. To make their lives be more normal than hers and her friends’ had been.

      Hopefully, we can stop The Company and then my children never have to grow up with apprentice murders or Clan prejudice. Never have to worry about who they befriend, or who might betray them, she thought.

      Around five that evening, as the sun was setting, Caelum and Draven arrived. Draven was a half vampire, so it was easy for him to hide his emotions, but Caelum, being a shifter, was incapable of it. Worry danced on his handsome features, and his fingers twitched on the wrapped present he carried.

      “Happy birthday, kid,” he said to Harley, ruffling her hair. It was up in two pigtails, but was falling out. Another thing she had inherited from her father: his thin, soft hair that very little could be done with.

      “Thank you!” she said brightly, smiling up at him. “I’m three today!”

      “Yes you are,” Draven agreed, kissing the top of her head. “And do you know what that means? You get presents and cake tonight.”

      Her eyes widened and she nodded. “I helped Mummy make the frosting.”

      “Magic?” Caelum asked Daphne.

      “Of course,” she replied with a small smile. It was days like these that made her want to fight harder than she ever had for the Light. How could anyone want to succumb to the Darkness when there was so much goodness in the world?

      “What are you going to do when this is over?” Caelum asked. “With the kid and Sinclair?”

      “I’m going to tell him, of course,” Daphne said. “I am going to finally have the life I wanted since I was old enough to realise I loved him.”

      Caelum made a face, prompting Draven to poke him in the ribs.

      “I’m glad, Daph,” Draven said. “As long as you know for sure he won’t regress back into the Darkness.”

      Before she could answer, a timer in the kitchen went off and she went to check on the appetizer, which was the last thing cooking, since it took so little time.

      The group soon sat down to dinner of Harley’s favourites: chips, baked carrots, and baked chicken, as well as crostinis for the adults. Even Nick tried to get in on the conversation with the adults, though he was barely just forming sentences at one years old.

      Harley was quiet but happy, as Daphne could tell by her bright, black eyes. After dinner, she opened her presents. The chemistry set, Daphne had already given to her, but there were still some picture books, colouring sets, and Draven and Caelum’s gifts. Caelum had gotten her a toy Pege that would fly when enchanted with a certain spell. Draven had gotten her a plush bat with big red eyes and a fang-toothed grin.

      While Harley was playing and Michael was changing Nick’s nappy, Caelum and Draven helped Daphne clean up. With magic, it took no time at all.

      “So, when is the wedding?” Daphne asked.

      “We were thinking the Spring Equinox, in the castle gardens,” Draven said.

      “To celebrate new life in the Earth with our new life, together,” Caelum added.

      Daphne smiled at them. “I talked to Harley, and she wants to be your flower girl, if you’re going that traditional route.”

      “Of course!” Draven said. “And we want you and Mike to be in the wedding party, too.”

      “If we survive,” Caelum muttered, picking at a loose string on his shirt.

      “Brilliant, mate. That is the perfect attitude for a party,” Draven scolded.

      “Maybe a funeral,” Daphne said with a wry smile. “Do you want coffee or tea?”

      They both did, so she directed them to go to the living room and wait for her to finish brewing it. She magically infused different flavours, a little trick Salem had taught her in school.

      All the while, she surreptitiously looked out the window, as if she was expecting someone or something. The tone of the evening had changed, and now her anxiety was pricking at her mind.

      Something bad was coming. Her Fraser senses were never wrong.

      Her hands trembled and she could feel her stomach churning from her nerves and she took a breath to try and calm herself. Instead of focusing on her senses, she listened to Caelum and Draven talking to Harley, about how she was going to be their flower girl.

      At that moment, the landline phone began to ring shrilly, startling her.

      “Hello?” she answered, her voice trembling.

      “You have got to get out. Now.”

      “Salem?” she asked worriedly. Between the chosen words and his breathless tone of voice, he made her anxiety get worse.

      “What does he want?” Caelum hissed from the other room.

      “He’s been helping us,” Draven said, though he sounded doubtful. “Maybe he’s just checking in.”

      He sucked in a breath and said, “Robert is coming for you tonight. As in, he will be there soon … with reinforcements. You must take your family and leave. Edelstone and I will handle things at your home, along with a few Coven reinforcements on our end.”

      Daphne felt breathless but knew she needed to control herself. She couldn’t suddenly grow weak from fear. Not when there was so much on the line. “Are you sure? And Edelstone—”

      “We are both certain. The signal came, the one Robert said he would send The Company members. I need you to go. Save yourselves, and we will end this.”

      Daphne swallowed hard, hating to run but knowing she had to if she wanted to save her children. “Yes, of course. Thank you, love. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      “Be safe. I love you,” Salem whispered before he hung up.

      With a shaking hand, Daphne put the phone in the cradle and took a second to compose herself. She would do as he said and get the family to safety. And then she would return to help defeat the Darkness. She would not run. She would stand tall and show the bravery Clan Fraser was known for. She would persevere in the name of the Light.

      Just then, Michael came down the stairs. “Nick’s sound asleep. What’s happening here? Who’s on the phone?”

      “Salem Sinclair,” Caleum said, hissing his name like it was poison. He was in Daphne’s view now, holding Harley. His arms tightened around the girl protectively. “Whatever he’s got to say, it can’t be good, mate.”

      “You’re right.” Daphne stood in the threshold between the kitchen and living room. She took a deep breath. “The Company is on the move. Here. We have to go, now.”

      Michael nodded, face blank with barely concealed fear. “I’ll get Nick.”

      “No, wait,” Caelum said. “If you guys leave, you’re open targets like deer in the forests. No, stay. We’ll rally a few others, get them down here to fight everybody off. No one will get close to you or the kids.”

      Daphne paused. “Salem said Edelstone was sending people. Including him.”

      “They’re too far away and can’t teleport,” Draven said. “Leave this to us. Ward the house again, especially her room.” He gestured to his goddaughter. “I don’t know what they want with her, but you can’t let them near her.” He gestured to Caelum, and he passed Harley to him. Draven kissed the top of her head. “It’s all right, sweetheart. No one is going to hurt you. That’s a promise.”

      “I’ll start the warding,” Caelum said. He grabbed Michael in a hug and kissed Daphne’s cheek. “We’ve got you.” He ruffled Harley’s hair. “The Dark can’t have you, kid. Especially not on your birthday.”

      He vanished and Daphne could hear him chanting near the front of the house. A chill had settled over the room. Failure was not an option. Not now.

      Draven passed her to Daphne, and Harley snuggled into her mother’s arms.

      “Wave ’bye to your uncles, sweetie,” Daphne said, trying to keep the panic from her voice.

      Harley gave them a wave, but no smile. As if she knew there was something amiss.

      Daphne handed her to Michael then. “Put her to bed, will you? I’ll stay down here and help with the extra warding. No one would enter on the second floor first.”

      Daphne went to the front door and began to ward it from the inside, despite the growing Darkness making her feel sick. Her head was fuzzy, and she found it difficult to concentrate on the incantation.

      “Damn it, Daphne,” Michael called as he ran down the stairs. “The Darkness is coming in a wave. Our neighbours … they’re all human. I don’t think they’re going to survive.”

      She shook her head. “You’re right, but there is nothing we can do.” It killed her to have to say that, but she knew she had to be practical. There was no time for her to try and evacuate everyone, and besides, what excuse could she use even if there was? It was every human for themselves, and Michael was right: not many would survive.

      Outside, there was a strangled scream and a blast of pure Dark energy. She looked up and met Michael’s wide, unblinking eyes.

      “Caelum,” they both said at once. Caelum was an amazing dueller. If he had fallen, Daphne barely stood a chance, and Michael was as good as dead.

      There was a loud crash and bang, like a door had been blown in during a thunderstorm. Someone with immense power was trying to get through the wards. And they were very nearly succeeding.

      Nick began to wail, startled. Or perhaps he, too, felt the Darkness that was now filling the entire house.

      One more bang and the door burst open, falling off the top hinges. Daphne and Michael were left staring in the face of their former friend.

      Robert was smiling widely, silver magic gathering in one hand, while he held the other in front of him. “I am so hurt I wasn’t invited to the little brat’s birthday celebration,” he said. He cast a silent spell and it hit Michael, making him grunt.

      “Go to Hell,” Daphne spat, casting a quick Charm. It didn’t work and only seemed to make Robert look even more amused.

      Michael grunted and said, “Damn it! Get the kids outta here, I’ll hold them off till Draven gets here!”

      “Are you sure?” Daphne asked.

      Robert twisted his hand and Daphne could hear ribs crack as Michael grunted again. “Hurry!” He cast a hex and Robert had to dodge it. Daphne began to run up the stairs, not looking back as she went to protect the children. Nick’s cries were so loud, they almost drowned out the sound of the curse being cast.

      “Imputresco!”

      She winced as though she had been hit. No one could dodge or survive that curse. Michael cried out once before he was silenced forever.

      Daphne couldn’t say she mourned him. He had given her a love potion, tricked her, and lied to her since she was seventeen. But still, the loss of anyone on the side of the Light was a crushing blow, especially since Michael had fought so valiantly even when he was a boy.

      Robert was coming up the stairs now, close on her heels. Daphne only knew one thing: no matter what happened to her, she needed to protect her kids. Especially Harley. If she were to die, then Darkness would reign eternal.

      She cast a silent spell on Nick’s open bedroom door, muffling his cries. She then did the same to Harley’s room, her last sight of her daughter being her frightened visage as she watched with wide eyes.

      There was one spell she could try to keep him away from her, if she put enough force and purpose behind it. One spell so that, maybe, he could not even see the door behind her.

      “Celare!”

      It was a Concealment Charm, used to temporarily hide people and objects. It wasn’t typically used to conceal an entire bedroom, but Daphne had to hope, because hope was all she had left.

      Robert’s footsteps were closer, and the master bedroom door burst open with magic, as if he thought one of the children was in there.

      “No!” Daphne cried. “Stay away from my babies!” She cast a burning hex and it just bit the side of his face, searing the skin.

      He hissed and sent a stunning hex back at her, knocking her off kilter. And that moment of distraction was all he needed. Despite the bleeding face, he had the upper hand because he had Dark magic. And he knew it.

      “That will teach you and your husband to think you can fight against us.  Imputresco!”

      “No,” Daphne gasped as the curse hit her. Guilt and regret flowed through her, that she had not been strong enough to withstand the Darkness. She couldn’t protect the people she loved.

      Robert began to laugh, and the last thing she heard as death overtook her was that high, mocking, cruel laughter.

      It looked like the Darkness was winning.
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      Worry filled Draven’s heart as he and Caelum were pushed back from the Smith house by a force of Dark magic. Black clouds shot through with green lightning were coming up from the North.

      In the distance, he heard a scream. He and Caelum jumped, and Caelum went to dash back to the house.

      “No,” Draven cried, grabbing his arm. “If you go in there now, you’re as good as dead.”

      “But that was Daphne!” he protested.

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Draven asked, turning Caelum around to face him. His eyes began to tear. “But I can’t possibly lose you, too. Those kids are going to need us. Unless Salem comes for his daughter, we’re all they’ve got now.”

      Grief gripped Draven, but he nor Caelum could wallow in it right then. They had to stop this war. They had to avenge their friends, if they really didn’t make it through this. Most of all, he had to protect those two kids.

      “We have to—” Caelum’s words were cut off as a bolt of energy broke the two men apart.

      “Isn’t this charming?” Robert Ainsley said with a catlike grin. “Embracing before your deaths.”

      “Why?” Draven asked, the tears continuing to fall from his eyes. “We thought you were our friend!”

      “Oh you silly half-breed. Why not?” Robert replied.

      Draven was filled with hurt and betrayal, but Caelum, he could tell, was furious. He snarled like the cat he was inside and leapt closer.

      He sent out a bolt of golden energy, which Robert barely deflected. “Face me like a real magician,” Caelum challenged.

      Robert grinned and cast, “Alus odoratus.” The spell wasn’t aimed at Caelum: it was aimed at Draven.

      The pungent smell of garlic hit Draven’s nose, permeating the air around him.

      The half-vampire was on his knees in a second, choking and gasping against the poison he was inhaling. He had maybe fifteen minutes just from smelling the odour before he’d be unconscious, and after that he would seize, and then he’d die. Twenty minutes, tops, before his life was over.

      “Stop!” Caelum cried, casting another energy spell.

      “I’m having far too much fun to stop,” Robert replied, deflecting that one as well.

      Caelum cast a shield charm around Draven so he couldn’t breathe any more garlic and rushed forward, knocking Robert to the ground. Draven, weak, dizzy, and gasping for breath, was only able to watch in horror as the brash shifter signed his own death warrant.

      The blond man laughed jovially and sent out an energy blast just as Caelum got in one good punch to his nose. Robert pushed him off and laughed.

      Caelum fell to the ground as his former friend continued to laugh even as blood leaked from his nose, dripping down his chin.

      The energy went through Caelum’s stomach, but yet he still tried to keep fighting.

      Draven screamed for Caelum, and the shifter tried to get up but failed as he began to bleed out all over the asphalt. Draven hadn't known it was possible to feel his heart breaking, yet now he knew that he could as he watched his fiancé become prostrate on the asphalt.

      Caelum couldn’t move; the blast had hit his spine, leaving him paralyzed from the waist down. He looked over at Draven, who was still too weak to even stand up. He knew that once Caelum was killed, he would be next. But maybe that was okay. Maybe it was better to be dead than to have to live with the memories of this night.

      Robert smirked as he waved his hand and cast the final curse: “Imputresco.”

      Draven tried to cry out, but his throat was too swollen to even scream. He could cry, however, and cry he did as he closed his eyes, forcing himself not to look at the rapidly decaying body of the man he loved.

      Footsteps sounded and Draven opened his eyes, still struggling to breathe.

      Robert smiled placidly down at him. “I bet you think I’m going to kill you now, don’t you? However, I have more important matters at hand. Besides, you’ll die of garlic poisoning soon enough. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a child to kill and a prophecy to fulfill.”

      He turned on his heel when he was suddenly hit with a burst of energy.

      “I thought I told you to get the Hell out of here,” Salem Sinclair said, green magic glowing in his palm. Edelstone and Donahue flanked him on either side, as though he were the King, not Edelstone.

      “Betraying your Clan for the love of a woman, how pitiful,” Robert sneered, holding his bleeding side. “But you will see. I don’t need to finish what I came for. In time, you will learn what being betrayed by blood feels like.”

      With that, he vanished, leaving behind a bit of sparkling silver smoke.

      Salem spotted Draven and removed the Shield Charm. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a phial of potion.

      “Here, drink,” he said. “I had the foresight to brew this, as I knew Robert would want you dead and would use a slow-acting spell to draw it out. Come on.”

      Draven took the potion with a shaking hand and downed it. This close, he could see that Salem had been in tears. His eyes were rimmed in red and his lashes were still wet.

      “Are they alive?” Draven gasped out.

      “No,” he rasped. “No, and now we cannot enter the house yet for burial.”

      “Why not?”

      “She cast a Concealment Charm. No one can even see it now. We must wait until it wears off… Not that there will be much of anyone left to bury.” He took a trembling breath. “I failed. I failed her.”

      No, you didn’t, Draven thought. Because if what Robert said is true, Harley is still alive. It was then he noticed that Donahue was holding baby Nick in her arms. The children had both survived.

      He stood up shakily, unable to look at the pile of gore and bones Caelum had been reduced to. For the first time, he felt a kinship with Salem. They had both lost the ones they loved most in the world to the same senseless violence.

      “I am sorry,” Salem said slowly. “I despised him, but I know you loved him.”

      “I’m sorry, too,” Draven said, wiping his eyes. “She never stopped loving you, you know.”

      Salem surveyed the neighbourhood, where bodies of humans were scattered everywhere, as well as those of The Company members who had not escaped. “We lost,” he said emotionlessly. “We lost everything.”

      “Not everything,” Draven mumbled, thinking of Harley, and the enigmatic prophecy.

      They had lost so much, but there was still hope.
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      Salem did not have the Fraser ability to sense when Darkness was coming, but when he woke up on Halloween, he knew something was wrong. There was a heaviness in the air that made his chest hurt. He wondered if anyone in Clan Fraser felt it, or if it was only because of the amulet pressed against his skin.

      For the nth time, he cursed the day he’d gone to Ainsley Manor and accepted the little green gem. He had sold his soul and for what? False camaraderie and lies? He had been better off alone than with a set of friends who went against everything he believed in.

      The feeling within him made him want to hide at home, but he had a job to do. It was Samhain, and he was in charge of maintaining the altar of ancestors. For the Coven, this was an altar for former Kings and Queens, dating all the way back to Queen Mary in the sixteenth century. He and Donahue would be giving a special lecture in the Main Hall to all the students about the importance of Samhain and the spiritual New Year, as well as managing the Feast of the Dead.

      It wasn’t until the Feast was over and the bonfire was put out that he felt it: a tell-tale tingling in his chest. At first, he wondered if his mother’s human side hadn’t made him have the beginnings of a heart attack. And then the burning heat began.

      The amulet was signalling members of The Company. Robert had chosen that night to act. Which meant that the Coven was in danger, as well as the Smiths.

      Tripping over his robes in his haste, Salem ran from the courtyard to Edelstone’s office, bursting in and out of breath.

      “Amulet,” was all he could gasp out at first. It was all he needed to say.

      Edelstone was on his feet and calling down the hallway for Donahue, who arrived in seconds. “The Darkness is rising. Robert Ainsley just signalled the beginning of the Second Clan War.”

      Donahue gasped. “It has been a century since the First! Are you certain, Franklin?”

      “This is certain,” Salem revealed, pulling out the amulet and showing it to someone else for the first time since he was with Daphne that night. It was glowing bright green and hot to the touch. “Do you believe us now?”

      Donahue’s mouth hung open but a second later it snapped shut and she nodded. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

      “Rally the other Elders. Tell them to enact whatever measures possible to protect the Coven. You, I, Salem, and a few others will go to Liverpool to protect the Smiths,” Edelstone said. “The Company wants the entire family dead.”

      Donahue clutched at the brooch at her throat. “And how long have you been keeping this from me?”

      Salem smiled wryly but there was no mirth in it. “No one could know. Now, please, do as he says. We have to stop Robert before he starts implementing his plans. Or else the Coven as we know it will cease to exist. I must warn Daphne.”

      Without asking, he grabbed the old fashioned rotary phone on Edelstone’s desk and dialled the Smith’s number.

      “Hello?” Daphne answered, sounding apprehensive.

      “You have got to get out. Now,” Salem blurted out.

      “Salem?” she asked.

      He sucked in a breath and said, “Robert is coming for you tonight. As in, he will be there soon … with reinforcements. You must take your family and leave. Edelstone and I will handle things at your home, along with a few Coven reinforcements on our end.”

      Daphne paused before she responded. “Are you sure? And Edelstone—”

      “We are both certain. The signal came, the one Robert said he would send The Company members. I need you to go. Save yourselves, and we will end this.”

      Daphne swallowed hard, he could hear her through the phone line. Her voice was shaky as she replied, “Yes, of course. Thank you, love. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      “Be safe. I love you,” Salem whispered before he hung up. At least I could do this much, he thought. I could at least try to save her.

      In less than five minutes, Salem, Edelstone, Donahue, Pat and Martha Quigley, Kimberly Morrison, and a few others from the Coven were on their way to Liverpool.

      When they landed, Salem could already see that they were almost too late. Company members were in houses, in the street, tangling with humans. People Robert had promised Salem he would not harm. Controlling them, ruling over them, was one thing. Murder was entirely something else. Salem was ashamed with himself for being hoodwinked under the guise of friendship and belonging. How had he not seen through to the evil just bubbling beneath the surface?

      “We will handle things here,” Pat told him. “Go and find Daphne.”

      He nodded and dashed toward their house. Down the way, he could see Caelum and Draven making more wards, trying to protect the other people’s homes as well. It was a valiant, brave effort, but it was wasted. This wasn’t a situation that could be salvaged. They would be cleaning up blood and corpses well into the morning, even with magic.

      The front door to the Smiths’ house was blown open, hanging on one hinge. Salem’s gut twisted, but he forced himself to keep moving. That was, until he came upon a gooey, decayed body that vaguely resembled Michael Smith. He grimaced at the close up sight of such a grisly demise, though he couldn’t say he felt sorry for him. The man was rotten to the core, and he deserved to have died slowly, feeling his body decay from the inside out.

      Rushing footsteps could be heard above, and he saw the edge of a silver cloak vanish up the staircase. In the distance, he heard Daphne cast a Concealment Charm, the magic so powerful, it made the house shake. Whatever she was hiding, it was important.

      A child’s cries could be heard: it had to be the boy, Nicolas.

      Daphne was yelling something, and Robert was laughing. Salem raced up the stairs, but his foot had only just hit the landing when he heard one word that filled his heart with dread: “Imputresco!”

      Daphne screamed, “No,” the word already dying in her throat. It was a word, a sound, Salem knew he would never forget, if he lived to survive that night. He fervently hoped he would die. It was better than the lifetime of grief, regret, and nightmares that lay before him.

      Once he made it up the stairs, he saw only Robert’s back to him. The master bedroom door was wide open, and the bedroom with Nick’s name on it was Charmed shut. But it wasn’t Concealed. Salem wondered what Daphne was hiding; what was so precious to her that she used her last attempt at a defensive spell to instead cast that Charm?

      Knowing this was his last chance, he made his presence known.

      “Get away!” Salem shouted. “Leave them alone!”

      Robert laughed some more. “Salem Sinclair. The traitor come to save the woman he defected for. How bloody romantic. You can’t defeat me. Not while you wear my amulet.”

      Rage raced through Salem, the rage he had fervently tried to tamper down since he was a boy. For the first time, he embraced that rage, embraced the Darkness in his heart and veins. “Perhaps I cannot beat you, but I can get rid of you. Ejicio!”

      Magic blasted out from within him. Usually a banishing spell such as that needed to have multiple magicians behind it to work. For Salem, his power was enough. His rage was enough. His Darkness was enough. Robert screamed as the spell sent him flying through space. Salem had no idea where he was going to end up, and he didn’t give a damn. His heart was now solely focused on Daphne.

      He turned, afraid of what he might see. Her body lay on the floor, and aside from advanced rigor, she had not yet truly begun to decay. Her eyes were wide and her hand was reaching out to the bare wall ahead of her. Salem had no idea why.

      Feeling numbness in his hands and finding it hard to breathe, he fell to his knees beside her. His best friend. His true love. His soul mate. Always so vibrant and full of life, even when she was yelling at him, she was now still and cold as marble.

      Gingerly, he reached out to touch her, to be certain she was dead and not merely stunned. It was an idiotic thing: he had heard the fatal curse being cast. But a small, childlike part of him had held onto hope. And now, as he touched her cold skin, that part of him died, joining Daphne in the afterlife.

      He began to cry, unable to hold the grief at bay. “Daphne… Oh, Daphne, no…” His sobs seemed to be torn from his lungs, they were so harsh. She was dead. The woman he loved was dead, and it was all his fault.

      He had no idea how long he was there, but it could not have been long, because the corpse’s decay did not advance when he heard footsteps. He leapt up, ready to kill Robert this time. However, it was Mrs. Donahue.

      “Oh dear. Even Daphne?” she asked, tears coming to her eyes.

      “I will see him destroyed for this,” Salem growled.

      “You might get your chance tonight,” Donahue said. “He was heading for Caelum and Draven. Please, I know you’re in mourning, but please go help them. I will take Nicolas to safety.”

      Salem nodded and turned to go, but Donahue stopped him with a hand on his arm.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      So am I, Salem thought, closing his eyes and allowing a few more tears to slip down his cheeks.

      The Second Clan War was nearly over, but the loss had been insurmountable. And he knew that, as long as he lived, he would never be the same again.
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      Harley was expelled from the memories, finding herself on her hands and knees on the Watchtower floor. Her breath came in gasps and her eyes were wide and unblinking. Slow tears leaked from her eyes and her body was trembling.

      Caelum lay next to her, unconscious as his mind and memories were being returned to him from the spell. Draven and Daphne’s spirits were nowhere to be seen. The fire from the candle had died out in the cold, biting autumn wind that cut through the tower.

      Harley was devastated by everything she had seen, but there was one sliver of light: the poison cure had worked on Salem once before, so that meant it had to work on him again. There had been a flaw somewhere. Perhaps she had used a spoilt ingredient.

      Leaving Caelum where he was — she couldn’t waste time teleporting him — she stepped outside the Watchtower and teleported away. Salem didn’t have that much time to spare.

      Looking at the sky, she guessed it was a little after seven in the evening, which meant four hours had passed. There wasn’t much time left. She mounted the castle steps two at a time, dashing past people and rushing around them when they didn’t move fast enough for her.

      Eventually, she burst into her father’s bedchamber, where he lay motionless in bed, watched by Madam Maysa and Mrs. Donahue.

      “White oleander,” Harley panted. “The white powder was created using dried oleander leaves. The cure should work: it already did when Father was poisoned with it once before when he was fifteen.”

      Madam Maysa clutched at her hijab’s hem, eyes widening. “Oh, dear. Are you sure he was given that exact cure before?”

      Harley nodded. “I’m positive, I saw it. So either I did something wrong or one of the ingredients wasn’t up to its full potency. Allow me to go and brew another batch—”

      “No, wait,” Maysa called to her.

      Harley turned back around to face the Medic. “He doesn’t have much time!”

      “Miss Sinclair…” Maysa sighed. “There is one caveat that applies to both that potion and your father. Since it is, in a sense, an emergency cure, it can only be administered once in a person’s lifetime. And you have just informed me that he was already given the potion as a teenager.”

      The breath left Harley’s lungs and she tried to focus. “Okay, then. What about a cure for oleander poisoning? There must be one!”

      At that, Maysa looked at the ground. “There is. However, it is only effective if administered within the first forty-eight hours after the poisoning occurred. According to your timeline, that window closed seven hours ago.”

      Harley felt dizzy and went for the nearest chair in the room, well aware that she was being observed. “I don’t … I don’t understand. What can we do for him, then?”

      She looked between Maysa and Donahue, and neither woman would look her in the eye. They both had downcast looks on their faces, and Donahue had suspiciously reddening eyes.

      “Damn it, what can we do for him?” Harley cried. Her whole body was beginning to shake and she couldn’t control it.

      “There is nothing left to do but make him comfortable until…” Maysa trailed off, still not looking at Harley. “I am so sorry, Miss Sinclair.”

      “No!” Harley cried. “No, that cannot be true! That can’t be all we can do: sit here and let my father die!” Her magic sparked on the fabric of the armchair she sat in, singeing the fibres and sending tiny plumes of green smoke in the air.

      Her heart didn’t want to believe it, but deep down, she knew it was true. She knew that there was nothing left to help him. All because he had been given the antidote once before.

      All because of Caelum Lynx, and the mysterious ‘deadly prank’ that had been pulled. She had gone years hearing about it; Salem had told her after Alicia Gordon had poisoned her when she was sixteen. Only now did she realise just how bad that prank really had been. How, decades later, it had finished the job and killed him.

      It was as though she was unable to breathe as thoughts and memories swirled inside of her head. Just as she was about to go into a full blown panic attack, she heard her name.

      “Harley…”

      It made her jump up as she dashed to kneel at her father’s bedside. He was covered in cold sweat, face even paler than normal, with black circles under his eyes. His chest was rising and falling shallowly, and his breaths were rattling like thin pieces of paper in the wind.

      “Father… I’ve tried everything,” she said, her voice a gasp as hot tears fell from her eyes. “There’s nothing left. I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do.”

      “You have done all you could,” he said, his voice barely audible as he tried to catch his breath long enough to speak. “I should have realised it sooner. I should have recognised the signs.”

      “But I don’t — I can’t…” She reached out and took one of his cold, clammy hands in hers. She was shaking so hard, it was causing him to tremble.

      “My little girl, I wish we had more time.” He turned his head with effort to look at her, giving a small smile.

      “But we will have more time,” Harley said desperately, trying to will his cure into existence just by speaking of it. “We will.”

      “Just like your mother,” he rasped, the smile growing. How could he be smiling when he was dying? “Promise me something.”

      “Anything, Father.”

      “Never lose your Light. Never let the Coven lose that Light.” He then went into a coughing fit, and she could feel his pulse racing far too fast. There was no way his heart would be able to handle it much longer.

      When the fit subsided, it seemed to have taken whatever energy Salem had left. He could barely open his eyes to look at Harley. It killed her to see him this way, her strong and powerful father brought so low by a flower.

      Her breath hitched in her throat as she said, “Father?”

      Heavy lidded eyes shifted toward her. “I love you, little girl.” His eyes closed and his breath rattled in his chest once before it stilled.

      “No … no!” Harley shook him, knowing deep in her heart that he was gone. However, a part of her refused to accept it and she continued to cry, calling for him, begging him to waken.

      “Please, Father, you have to wake up! You can’t die … you can’t leave me like this! Come on, wake up!”

      He did not wake, and Harley’s body felt as though it weighed roughly two tonnes. She trembled everywhere as grief overtook her and she cried out wordlessly, a wail that Madam Maysa and Mrs. Donahue would one day describe as at once heartbreaking and ear shattering.

      Bright green magic escaped her, swirling around the room like ghostly tendrils. The windows and the potion bottles at his bedside all shattered, as did an ornate mirror that sat above the fireplace.

      The two women went to take cover from falling shards as well as the uncontrolled Dark magic pouring out of the Princess. However, not a single spark touched either Coven Elder.

      Exhaustion overcame Harley as quick as the rage had, and her magic faded as quickly as it had appeared. She leaned heavily onto the side of the bed, crying soundlessly as she felt her heart shatter.

      Salem Sinclair was dead.

      And it was all Caelum Lynx’s fault.
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      Well … that happened. All I can say is I’m sorry. But to be fair, I was going to kill him way back in The Coven Princess, so you at least got 4 books of Salem! I’m going to go hide now from the tearful readers…

      Really, though I have said it before: thank you all so much for loving Harley, Salem, and the others. These characters are very close to my heart, and it pleases me to no end to have you welcome them into your Kindles and bookshelves.

      Now, onto the people who assisted in bringing this book to your hands.

      To God, Who gave me this amazing career and drive.

      To my mother for being my cheerleader, advisor, and so much more.

      To Sarah, who took a chance on Harley, even though I never wrote YA in my life.

      To Rue Volley, for creating another amazing cover.

      To Elizabeth Anne Lance, for editing and giving encouragement with her notes.

      To everyone else in my CHBB/HIP/ENC/VAMP family, for your friendship, support, and advice.

      To those who have supported me: Katie Keller-Nieman, Dr. John Benedict, Sarah Fairbairn, Barbara Gartman, Bailey and Christian of Knightingale Reviews, Kimberly Vanderbloom, Rainne Atkins, Alexis Long, Deberha White Perkins, Stephanie Herman, Terrick Heckstall, Charity Rowell, Danetta Sutton, and of course every single one of my Vamplets and readers.

      If you enjoyed this book, please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon. Every kind word helps!

      xoxo

      LL❤
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