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CHAPTER ONE
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It's beginning to look a lot like fuck this. 

***
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ROWAN

Madam Lucinda Frost, matriarch of the Frost clan and a real Witch (seriously, I'm not being mean—she was a legit Witch, had a certificate and everything) swanned into the study, double-fisting tumblers of something amber and hopefully alcoholic. "You're not supposed to be here."

"Weird. That's not what the invitation said," I answered. 

"Smartass; I like that in a man. Here. I saw you heading this way after the whole," she made a loose gesture with her own tumbler and shuddered, "thing downstairs and thought you might need one of these."

"Thanks." I took a small sip; it's never wise to refuse a Witch's hospitality, but it's also dangerous to accept a Witch's hospitality. The paradox of living in a magical community. You had to accept that, at some point, you were going to get a tiny bit poisoned. You just had to hope you could shake it off or had an antidote before the embarrassing side effects kicked in. 

And, after spending the better part of an hour listening to one Witch after another rail on about how only real Witches should be allowed the use of magic, how only real Witches had any right to vote on the Revelation, I was pretty much down for whatever was in that cup, so long as it took the edge off my mood. "Oh, mead!"

She saluted me with her drink, then took a much bigger sip. "I had to hide it in scotch glasses. Otherwise, my daughter-in-law would've been in a tizzy over me getting into the wine for the ritual tonight." She smiled, staring into the depths of her drink. "I'm waiting for the day she can't control a situation to her exact liking and the top of her head flies clean off."

"I'm surprised my being here didn't cause her untimely demise."

Madam Frost tipped her glass gently in my direction, not bothering to hide her sharp grin before taking another sip. 

The mead was delicious. Sweet, smooth, a little herbal. Like everything to do with the ritual was bound to be, it was enchanted and sent tendrils of warmth through every bone and vein in my body. I was drinking the perfect summer moment. 

The thought made me snort softly. Madam Frost watched me with a keen, knowing smile. "Let me guess," I smirked at her. "You were in charge of the guest list?"

She lifted one elegant shoulder in a shrug. "It's my home. And I'm the one on the Grand Council, not her."

The faint note of childlike petulance in her voice charmed me. Lucinda Frost was a terrifying figure in the supernatural community: notoriously intimidating, imperious, and, worst of all, always right. Like, always. Not in the, 'Oh, they're always right' way people say when someone is an asshole, and it's easier to let them have their way and pretend they're correct to save yourself the grief. 

No, Lucinda Frost was always, always right. Her magic was subtle, ancient, and powerful. Popular rumor said even werewolves feared her. Which was absolute bullshit because werewolves weren't real. 

No, really. Totally not real.

Trust me, I'm a Demon. I know things.

"So, if you're on the council—"

"If?"

"Excuse me. Since you are on the council, you know why she's twitchy about my presence." I took another drink of the mead. It was amazing. Witch magic was at work with each mouthful I took, but I didn't much care. Was that part of it, making me lose my inhibitions enough to get myself in trouble? Though what would I do to cause a scene? That was the question. "The question of the big reveal to humans is up for a vote at the Winter Solstice, and Demons are the wrench in the works, aren't we?"

She inhaled slowly, rolling her now-empty glass back and forth between her palms. We were in the upstairs study, far enough away from the crowd gathered in the downstairs areas to muffle their voices down to a dull hum, but close enough the tingle and zaps of a hundred kinds of magic made my skin crawl. Each person I'd met since arriving at the Summer Solstice festivities and council meeting had been less than pleased to see me. 

I admit I wasn't impressive—tall, lanky, hair with a mind of its own, glasses I could never keep clean...I looked like a college student on a three-day study bender and not a successful business owner, much less a Demon from a long line of Demons, down from Ashmodai himself. Maybe they'd have been more welcoming if I'd swanned in like my brother, Ellery, all sharp suits and brooding good looks, a hint of danger in every move, magic subtle and used sparingly. People never guessed he was still terrified of spiders and had his childhood quilt tucked up under his silk-covered pillow in  his massive Alaska king-sized bed. 

"I will acknowledge," Madam Frost said when the silence had stretched too thin, like taffy about to snap between us, "your presence was unexpected for the rest of the lot downstairs. But it is necessary. If we are to make ourselves known to the mundanes again, we must all make ourselves known."

"Are you more concerned with fairness, or are you afraid Demons might be able to stay under the radar if we're not part of the Revelation?" Another sip of summer down the gullet, and I was loose-limbed, smiling. Not drunk, simply full of sweet warmth and the swell of happiness from sinking your toes into soft grass, bending and cool beneath your feet. 

She lifted her glass again, full once more through a bit of her own unseen deviltry. "I am a complex woman, Mr. Hebert. Your grandmother Heliotrope could have told you as much."

"She did. Many times." Using far more colorful language. 

"Heliotrope was quite singular," Madam Frost's birdlike gaze pinned me again. "She was quiet if one did not know her. I knew her, however. And she was not shy in her belief that Demons have a place on the council as full members." 

"I—"

"Lola?" The door to the study swung open on soundless hinges, revealing the tall, sturdy form of Whitaker Frost, Madam's only grandchild and a man so pretty I might have died if I looked at him too long. He glanced at me, and my face flushed hot and red, a shade I'd come to call Shame Tomato over years of being a generally awkward person. For a small moment, I thought maybe he'd smile at me, wink, perhaps. Some sign he remembered our encounter at the Equinox only a few months before, when hours of eye-fucking culminated in one of the hottest half-hours of my life. 

He barely glanced at me. Though I took some small measure of hope that the pink tinge on his cheeks was for me and not because he'd been dipping into the sacramental wine, too.

"Lola?" I asked, barely managing to keep my gaze focused on Madam Frost. She smirked all too knowingly at me, giving me a short hurry up nod in the direction of my half-full drink. 

"When he was small, Whitaker heard adults call me Lucinda and couldn't say it himself. Hell of a lisp.” Her tone was mock-confidential.

"Lola," Whitaker ground out through a stiff, forced smile, "Mother is making noises about finalizing placements for the ritual. She's asked me to come find you and is threatening to look for you herself if I return empty-handed."

I toasted her with my nearly empty glass. "Don't keep your fans waiting, Lola," I teased. 

She huffed something quite uncomplimentary under her breath but tempered it with a wink. 

"Will you be attending the ritual part of the afternoon, or will I not see you until the council meeting after?" she asked as she reached Whitaker's side. 

Bracing myself, I turned to look at her in the doorway. I knew there was no way to avoid glancing directly at Whitaker Frost, so I figured to avoid any unpleasant expression of lust. Like that weird little strangled noise I absolutely did not make when I saw how intently he was staring at me with those hooded, dark eyes of his. The same look he'd given me before we gave in to our mutual lust back at the Equinox. 

"Ah." I cleared my throat, but Madam Frost's cackle told me she knew damn well what was going on with me. "The ritual isn't my cup of tea," I finally said. "I'll take a spin around the grounds until it's over."

She nodded curtly, all business once again. "It was a pleasure talking with you, Mr. Hebert." Distantly, the silvery sound of bells wove through the murmur and hum of voices. "Oh, Hell, your mother never could hold her horses," she snapped at Whitaker. "Come on, then!" She was off at a near gallop down the corridor, heading for the stairs and leaving Whitaker to linger in the doorway.

"I'm surprised to see you here." He took a few steps backward in the direction his grandmother had fled. "I didn't think you'd show."

"Well. I was invited." I had the embarrassing urge to produce my invitation, folded and worn from so many examinations in the month leading up to the gathering as I tried to convince myself it was legit and not some weird joke by my cousins. Were you hoping I wouldn't or wishing I would?

He nodded. "That's...good." The bells sounded again, louder this time, and he frowned. "Well. Yes."

I raised a hand in farewell, but he was already gone. "Ugh, what the Hell?" I muttered, flopping down onto one of the wingback chairs. My glass was empty. The summer I'd drunk had already dissipated, leaving me with the crunchy, damp sensation of early autumn leaves falling before it was really dry enough to be pretty and still wet enough to be gross and slimy. 

I waited until the hum and zing of magic downstairs shifted away, my skeleton no longer feeling like it wanted to climb out of my skin to get away from the electric threat. Then I made my way down to the front garden, a neat little knotwork number featured in Old Money Weekly or something similar. My mother had a subscription for the articles, but I knew she was really into the garden porn. 

The ritual was to be held in the pavilion (in case the house, Downton Abbey's lovechild with Hogwarts, didn't tip you off, the Frosts’ freaking pavilion should tell you they had ridiculous amounts of money). The area was several minutes' walk down the back of the property towards a large, natural pond. The property itself was a higgledy-piggledy patchwork of meadows, old groves, surprisingly barren areas where nothing but rocks seemed to proliferate, softly wet swaths near the water, and, somewhat disconcertingly, a very misty area, only visible from the corner of my eye. It disappeared entirely when I tried to get a better look. 

A few other guests lingered in the garden, perched on benches or under arbors hung heavily with drying herbs and creeping vines. Bees buzzed low and lazy, dipping into the fat flowers bursting from the hedgerows around us. Most of the others skipping the ritual portion of the gathering were Druids, who had their own way of celebrating the Solstices, and a handful of Sidhe or Sidhe-born, who had to be Unseelie judging by the wide but respectful berth they were given by the other guests. 

I was the lone Demon in attendance. Even the sour-faced Sidhe with the jaggedly pointed ears and aura of fuck off with your sunshine and light bullshit didn't want to speak with me, the most non grata of personas. I gave a staring Faerie a nod and tight smile, slipping past them and out of the knot garden and into an elaborate hedge maze. It was a basic spiral, but the hedges themselves had been trained into ornate twists and complicated shapes, charms for furring perspective woven into their knotted branches. It was, I guessed, supposed to make entering into a contemplative, meditative state easier as you followed the spiral inward, but it instead made me feel slightly drunk and not a little annoyed. 

"It's better if you don't fight it."

I stopped. Great. The bushes talk. 

"Sorry, didn't mean to scare you. I'm just... Hold on a sec." The bushes to my right rustled, shivered, and then an arm shot through, followed by a shoulder and finally a head in a bizarre birth tableau. Whitaker smiled sheepishly before fighting his way out of the tangled shrubs and stepping onto the path in front of me. "Sorry, I didn't mean to scare you," he repeated. "I saw you heading in here and wanted to have a quick word before you got to the middle. I took a wrong turn back at the lavender arch myself," he added.

"I'd think you'd be familiar with the path," I said, feeling my face turn a shade called Awkward Strawberry.

He shrugged. "I don't come out here often. It changes so much anyway. When I was younger, I tried to memorize the patterns, but by the time I got it down, the damn thing would shift again." Pausing, he gave me an assessing look. "I'm sorry, I know it all sounds crazy but—"

"I'm familiar with magic." My voice held only the tiniest hint of bitterness. "Despite what most Witches seem to think, Demonborn do have some idea how Witch-magic works. Your grandmother is known all over for her green thumb. If you told me she had a greenhouse full of plants performing the entirety of A Chorus Line, I wouldn't be surprised."

Whitaker snorted softly, looking down at his hands, where broken leaves had left green streaks, and small sticks had scratched up beads of blood. "Well, this magic isn't hers." He nodded at the maze around us. "It's older than her, if you can believe that." Very faintly, the silvery bells sounded again, and he sighed. "Look, I wanted to apologize for being rude earlier. I wasn't expecting you to be upstairs with her. And after what happened downstairs with the others...well, I wanted to let you know that not all Witches hate Demonborn."

"So long as we mind our manners and don't try to get ahead of ourselves?" The snark bubbled up with no warning. Well, maybe a tiny bit of warning. Since the whole meet and greet debacle, I'd been on edge, just waiting for a chance to vent my spleen. Lucky Whitaker was in my spleen's path, it seemed, despite a large part of my brain telling me to throw myself at him and start ripping clothing off.

"I didn't say—"

"No," I sighed, "you didn't. You didn't have to. You were downstairs while your guests were cornering me, though." I finally looked him in the eye, not just at a spot past his left ear. He was so freaking beautiful, and something inside me wanted to wrap around him, breathe him in. I hated how strong the pull was. It made me feel weak. Small. Less. Steady on, Rowan. "You didn't do a thing."

He drew back. "I know. I just—"

"I know. You just." 

The bells rang again, louder. Madam Frost's voice drifted on the breeze, no doubt magically amplified. "Guests attending the small council session, please meet in the Ivory Ballroom."

I smiled thinly at Whitaker. "I hope that's merely the color scheme and not the building material." 

He let me get several feet away, heading back the way I came, before he called out to stop me. "Rowan! Wait!"

"I don't want to be late for the meeting."

"Let me help you out of here, at least. I wanted to talk to you about the meeting before it started. You should know what's going to happen."

"I have a fairly good idea." I quickened my pace. My heart was pounding, and it had nothing to do with speed walking through the maze. 

"I don't think you're being fair to me." He was much closer than I'd expected. If I went any faster, I'd be running. "I want you to know before we get in there—"

"I'm not being fair to you? I spent the better part of an hour being derided and harassed by your guests, by members of the Grand Council." My voice shook, more anger and shame than exertion. Whitaker made a sound, something like a sigh or a grunt.

"I thought earlier..." he began but trailed off as we twisted and turned through the maze. "Was I mistaken, then? There wasn't a spark between us?"

"A spark?" I stopped but didn't turn to face him. I could feel him close behind me, the faintest breath of cool air always lingering around him, teasing the back of my neck. "Now it's you who's not being fair," I muttered. "You know damn well that I...that what happened between us wasn't out of boredom or a...a fuck-you to the Witches or something."

"I'd wondered," he admitted softly. "I'd hoped it wasn't. But sometimes, being around this council crap really plays mind games with me." He laid his fingers on my shoulder, barely touching. "Rowan..."

I felt awkward and off-balance. I was there to do my duty to the Demonborn, not schmooze with Witches, I reminded myself sternly. Even if the Witch was really painful levels of adorkably hot. Like...ugh. Hot. Whitaker Frost was not only a walking wet dream (okay, ew, sorry) but the firstborn son of the Frost clan. The most powerful Witch clan in the United States and pretty much the Grand Council. Sure, they let other people join, but we had to play by their rules. And their biggest rule? Demonborn should not be seen or heard. And if they absolutely had to put up with us, they'd do it under sufferance and make sure we all knew it was an imposition.

Thankfully, whatever magic the maze had didn't decide to be capricious, and it let me follow the path I'd taken in without shifting me around. I joined the throng of people heading into the house, Whitaker at my heel. He peeled off once we entered the massive ballroom where Witch-lights glowed in the air overhead, and the walls shone with a soft white-gold glow, nothing like ivory. Whitaker headed for the top of the room, leaving me to figure out where I was supposed to sit on my own. 

One long table had been set up down the middle of the room, dark wood polished to a glossy sheen. I was afraid to touch it and leave my sweaty fingerprints on the pristine surface. Small cards denoted who sat where, but thankfully Madam Frost had directed some of her household staff to show guests to seats and save some time; otherwise, we'd have been wandering around the table for miles until we each found our marked spot. 

I was, unsurprisingly, one of the farthest from the head of the table. Whitaker was near the front, not one of the leaders of this meeting but obviously an honored guest, seeing as how we were in his family home. I couldn't make out his expression from down the table, but I could feel his eyes on me while everyone settled in. Beside me, a tiny twist of a Witch with hair the precise color of overcooked oatmeal and a smell to match settled in atop several plump cushions provided for their comfort. They grunted at me, gave me an intense onceover, and promptly turned to the Sidhe on their other side. Sighing, I looked over at the Witch on my right, who was doing a stellar job of pretending I didn't exist. In fact, they seemed to be in some sort of silent communication with the Witch across from me, the two of them staring intently at one another and unmoving. 

Fantastic.

I fiddled with my name card. I was apparently now Roland Herbert instead of Rowan Hebert. The glass of water at my place was the only one not charmed to remain cold, I noticed, the condensation already leaving a gross ring on the beautiful table. A quiet staff member moved down the room, placing small plates of delicate pastry in front of each guest. Mine was the only one broken and crunched into crumbly pieces. Another staff member deposited expensive pens and notepads for each of us. My pen was leaky, and the notepad was missing half the pages, torn out roughly and leaving jagged bits of paper protruding. 

To top it all off, someone nearby whispered, "Demon slime," just as a zip of something painful scored a line on the back of my hand. A flutter of movement raced along my end of the table, people shifting and waiting, watching. They wanted to see what I would do when provoked because, even among the magical sorts, stereotypes held a lot of sway. 

Great, I was back in junior high. I wouldn't be surprised if I walked out of the meeting with my voice breaking and a huge spot on my chin, to complete the transition back to my early teens to go along with the bullying. 

Opening up just a tiny bit, letting them feel a twist of pain in their muscles, a racing fear straight through their nerves, would have been easy, even felt good. Demon magic was old, older than Witches, primal in ways Witch magic can't imagine. Making this entire table of council members fear little ol' me would take minimal effort. They would shut up about Demonborn being 'lesser,' something foul and twisted. They would know how we could make them bend. 

And it would fuck me over big time.

Ugh.

I swallowed down hard on the rising bubble of anger, of shame-filled rage forcing its way past my better judgment and focused on my fingers pressed flat on the table, steaming.

At the far end of the table, Madam Frost rose, holding a gleaming silver bell, and rang it once. A soft rush of cold air raced down the table, heavy with the smell of snow and woodsmoke and something dark green and herbal. It cut the warm aroma of summer lingering over us all, paring it away and leaving a near-metallic sharpness in its wake. The golden glow of the walls brightened to blue-white, sun on snow, and, as the chime of the bell faded, the room settled into a quiet, watchful mood. 

"Though there are many months before the next Solstice, we must begin our planning now. The Winter Solstice will be a turning point for our community as a whole, and our clans and tribes individually." For a lingering, surprising moment, her gaze met mine. Her expression was indiscernible from my position at the table, but something moved through me, a seeking tendril I thought might be her bringing a settling a calmness in its wake. "If we are to move forward in this discussion," she continued, her ringing tones silencing anyone who might protest, "it is imperative we include all members of our community."

Her implication was clear.

Every face turned towards me.

Shit.

"First speaker, Whitaker Frost. My grandson and current liaison-in-waiting for whenever we make contact with the human faction."

Whitaker stood as Madam Frost sat. Not looking up, he fidgeted with a stack of cards in his hands. He lacked the confident air I’d seen in various gatherings and even in passing, the few times he'd stopped by my store while he was in town. He shifted between his feet, cleared his throat, and finally straightened, slipping into the posture I was more familiar with. The one creeping into my fantasies some nights, where he'd appear in my office and demand to know...well, something, and just be all businesslike and smooth and—a  

Fuck, everyone was staring at me again. 

"Um," I murmured, "I'm sorry, what was that?"

Whitaker addressed me directly. "I said, while I respect my grandmother's wishes for the future of this council and the Revelation, I fear she is being shortsighted. The Demonborn have been so long removed from meaningful participation in council meetings and interactions with the larger magical community that the general sentiment amongst the community is one of distrust. As things stand..." He paused. Could he feel the hot shame and anger washing through me? "As things stand, we must either delay the Revelation until things improve between Demonborn and the rest of the community, or we must move forward without the Demonborn." 

The sheer amount of effort it took not to bolt from the room when the fighting began left me feeling tight and awkward. My entire body was one giant spasm of run run run while my brain belayed that order, forcing me to sit still and let the vitriol bubble around me, hateful words slicing into my middling self-control. I—well, Demons—had a few allies in the council. Primarily Madam Frost, much to the shock of the others in the room, and a few of the Sidhe, who remembered more than the others had forgotten about Demonborn and our history, how we had taught magic to a few worthy humans back when things were still fairly new.

Being reminded of this did not endear
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