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      I lay back on the slightly moist grass and sighed.

      Two quick spells, and not only was I dry, but a thick blanket now protected me from the uncomfortable ground.

      I put my hands under my head and looked up at the clear sky, stars winking out at me high overhead.

      My breath was visible as wispy smoke, heralding the coming colder months, but I wasn’t ready to go back inside the academy just yet.

      It was a lot.

      I let my mind wander over the past few days, trying not to think too hard about the curse that the Divination professor, Bishop, had foreseen heading for Aiden and I.

      Unfortunately, it was all we had been talking about for the past week. Possible counters and protections, ways to reflect it back to the caster without knowing who it is...

      We’d been talking in circles and I was exhausted.

      Even alone time with Aiden was haunted by the impending curse, and I was getting frustrated. Sexually, that is.

      My ears perked up at the sound of crunching leaves. The steady measured paces of someone who knew exactly where they were going, and getting closer.

      “You shouldn’t be alone,” Aiden grumbled once he was within earshot. “What if I was someone nefarious?”

      I snorted. “Then you wouldn’t be able to find me.” I gestured to the stone beside my blanket. “Standard protection spell. Every girl learns how to cast that on her tenth birthday.”

      “Ten?” Aiden sat beside me.

      “Well, I was ten. Some girls in my class were younger,” I amended.

      He shook his head. “That’s sad.”

      I shrugged, awkward while lying down. “That’s life.”

      “That won’t protect against a curse, though.”

      “No, darling. A directed curse isn’t swayed by a minor protection spell,” I said dryly.

      “Just asking.”

      I sighed for what felt like the millionth time. “I know.”

      Aiden frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Aside from spending every spare minute researching and finding nothing, you mean?” I plowed over his agreement. “I miss spending time with you.”

      “We’ve been together lots,” he protested.

      I reached over and cupped his groin. He was sitting cross-legged, and his bulge looked massive, even while soft. “Without discussing our impending doom.”

      His eyes widened. “What?”

      “Have you forgotten how to use it?” I teased.

      “No! Of course not. But... here?” He gestured at the academy walls a stone’s throw away, windows lit up against the deepening twilight.

      “We’ve had sex outside before,” I countered. I added an invisibility spell to my stone. “Come on. I’m so horny! Or do you not want to?”

      “I’ve been a little focused on the curse heading toward us. I haven’t really been able to think about it,” he said.

      “Ignore the curse, just for tonight,” I begged. I could feel him swelling under my hand. “I need to feel connected to you.”

      Aiden hummed, closing his eyes.

      I copied him, feeling for our emotional bond. I pushed love along it. Love, tinged with desperation.

      He groaned and his cock pulsed. “Siobhan,” he murmured.

      “I want you,” I whispered. “Please, take me?”

      He gracefully levered himself up and over my body. My breath caught at his strength. He was so beautiful. “You want me to strip you down out here?” he asked, his voice a rough growl. “What if I chase you through the forest? And when I catch you, I have my way with you?”

      I whimpered a little, so turned on by the thought.

      “Or I could take you apart, piece by piece, right here in front of the watching eyes of the academy.”

      I glanced at my invisibility spell. It was still active, and I swallowed hard, weighing my options. “Tear my clothes off,” I whispered. “I want to run from you.”

      His eyes flared with his inner fire, his mouth curling up in a smirk. “Naughty little girl,” he said slowly. “You want to be chased by the big bad demon?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please.”

      “Begging so prettily,” he purred, nuzzling into my neck. “I’m going to go over there. Give you to the count of ten to get ready. Then the hunt begins.” He grabbed the invisibility stone. “But you won’t be needing this, will you? Don’t want to give you an unfair advantage.” He stripped the spell off the stone, bleeding the magic back into the ley line that coursed under the island. “Get it?”

      I knew that he meant I had to keep quiet, so as not to draw any attention. I nodded. “Got it.”

      “Good,” he purred, pushing to his feet and looming over me. “Safe word?”

      I transfigured my coat into a red cloak. “Hood.”

      Aiden grinned wolfishly. “Nice. Count of ten.”

      He sauntered over to the tree line. I lost precious seconds staring at his ass before I remembered that I had a job to do.

      I quickly transfigured the rest of my clothing into a facsimile of Little Red Riding Hood’s red-checkered dress and apron. The skirt was scandalously short, revealing the bottom of my ass, and if I bent over, absolutely everything. I lowered the neckline until the edge of my nipples peeked out. The blanket became my basket of goodies for “grandmother”.

      My time was up.

      “Well, well, well, what have we here?” Aiden rumbled, his voice half a growl. “Little Miss Red. Where are you taking that basket?”

      “To— To grandmother’s,” I stammered, pretending to be afraid of him. “She’s expecting me and my goodies.”

      “Is she now?” Aiden’s gaze traced my neckline. I could practically feel the heat of him. “I don’t think she’d appreciate your goodies as much as I will.” Quick as a flash, his hand darted out and ripped the bodice of my dress down the middle, my breasts spilling out into the cool evening air. “No, I really don’t think she would,” he said to my shocked face.

      I tried to cover myself with the scraps of fabric, backing away from him. He kept pace with me. “No,” I whimpered.

      “See, your mouth might be saying no, but the scent you’re giving off is positively screaming yes,” he drawled with a smirk.

      My back hit a tree, startling me. Aiden loomed over me, one hand by my head. The other went directly to my crotch, tearing my underwear away as if it was tissue paper.

      “So wet,” he observed, bringing the remnants of my panties to his nose. He inhaled deeply, eyes flashing with fire again. “Delicious. I’m going to have to sample your goodies, Red,” he growled.

      Before I could even blink, his hand was back between my legs, one finger spearing into me.

      The wet sound echoed in our ears, turning my cheeks red with embarrassment and making his grin widen.

      “You want this bad,” he murmured, eyes sparkling with mischief. “You’re not going to put up a fight, are you?”

      He was hitting me exactly the way I needed him to. It was getting harder to remember that I was playing a role, that I was supposed to run from him. His words shocked me back into our game.

      I brought my laced hands down on the elbow of his bracing arm, ducking away from him as he fell toward the tree. His surprised face almost made me laugh. Instead, I channeled all my energy into running through the trees as fast as I could.

      If this had been the Enchanted Forest behind the academy, I wouldn’t have been able to run as fast. Not only were the trees closer together, but the root system was closer to the surface, tripping unwary travelers. There were also lots of dangerous creatures in that forest. It wasn’t safe to make as much noise as I was currently.

      Behind me, Aiden had recovered his balance. He roared, the noise shaking the orangey-red leaves on the trees around me.

      I almost froze in place like the hunted rabbit I was. I only paused for a second before I continued running. My boobs bounced heavily, making it difficult to run properly. I held them in my hands, not able to calm down enough to concentrate on the binding spell my mother had taught me.

      Not that she’d had this sort of scenario in mind, I’m sure.

      She’d taught it to me so I could wear backless dresses and not have sagging boobs.

      Aiden growled again, and it sounded like it was coming from all around me.

      I had to stop, legs shaking, as I tried to spot him.

      He had fully shifted, flames licking across his skin, horns proudly standing upright on his forehead. He’d also stripped out of his clothes, both cocks long, hard, and thick, bouncing against his belly as he prowled toward me.

      I squeaked, both from arousal and pretend fear, and scampered away again.

      “The farther you run, the more harsh your punishment will be.” Aiden’s voice reached me easily. “Best to give in now, Red. I will catch you.”

      My mouth went dry. I desperately wanted him to catch me, but the game was for me to resist as long as I could.

      The lights of Wellspring, the local town on Northumberland Island, were visible through the trees. I turned, putting them to my right. I didn’t want to reach them, not in my disheveled state. The townspeople were nice and would try to help me. Not what I wanted at all.

      Aiden chuckled. “I told you that you wanted me,” he said darkly. “Why aren’t you running for help? Afraid that they’ll take one look at you and do to you what I’m going to do? Don’t worry, nobody will ever compare to how good I’ll make you feel.”

      A massive fallen tree blocked my path. I wasted precious time circling around it. When I got back to the path, I saw Aiden on top of the trunk.

      He jumped down right in front of me, a wicked smirk on his face. He cupped my face harshly, claw tips digging into my cheeks. “That was a good run. I hope you tired yourself out, Red, because now I’m going to fuck you into the ground.”

      I squeaked again, held in place by the force of his one-handed grip. He shredded the rest of my clothing from my body, leaving me bare but for my socks and shoes. Material fluttered around my feet.

      “Look at you,” he murmured, stepping back to admire me.

      The instant he let me go, I turned and ran, streaking through the trees and leaving the path.

      Aiden roared with laughter, making my knees weak. “You can run, little rabbit, but you’re only whetting my anticipation. I will catch you again. And next time, you won’t escape me,” he finished, the dark promise hanging in the air.

      Arousal was slicking my thighs, I was so turned on. Branches scraped against my arms and legs as I pushed past trees, heading deeper into the forest.

      I couldn’t hear Aiden anymore, and I stopped near the edge of a clearing to listen for him.

      My heart was pounding so hard that I could barely hear the wind in the trees.

      I felt his heat before I could hear him, and I yelped, whipping around to face him.

      “Are you going to run again, little rabbit?” he asked, stalking toward me.

      I stumbled backward into the clearing, and nodded.

      “No, you’re not.” In two strides, he was on me, one hand wrapped around my throat. “I’m not going to let you go.” Aiden leaned in, licking up the side of my face with his forked tongue. “Your fear tastes so. Damn. Good,” he purred in my ear. “I can’t wait to bury my cocks inside you. But first, your punishment for running.”

      I didn’t even notice his left hand gripping my hair until he spun me, holding me down so that my body was sideways, my ass popped out.

      “I’m going to spank you until your ass is so raw that you can’t sit down without thinking of me for a whole fucking week,” Aiden growled. His hand came down on my ass without warning, making me jolt forward. “Keep your knees locked, rabbit. I can hold your head up, but you have to do some of the work.”

      I immediately buckled, dropping to my knees in the clearing.

      Aiden growled again. “You’re a fucking brat. Do. As. You’re. Told!” With each word, he manhandled me until I was on the ground, the side of my face pressed into the dirt, and my ass in the air. He pushed down hard on the back of my neck, keeping me immobile. Then he started spanking me without a pause for breath, alternating between one cheek and the other until I was writhing and sobbing. My ass felt like it was overheating, hotter even than his body beside mine.

      Finally he stopped. “Spread your knees,” he said, sounding breathless.

      I clamped them together.

      He spanked me again, just once. “Spread them.”

      “No,” I whimpered.

      Another slap. “Spread them.”

      I whined, and he slapped me again. “Now, rabbit.”

      With great difficulty, because I was so sore, I moved my legs apart.

      He spanked over my cunt, and I yelped, rocking forward.

      “Did you hear how positively dripping you are?” Aiden said gleefully. “You are so fucking turned on.” He ran his fingers roughly through my lower lips, my arousal slicking them audibly. “Fuck, rabbit. You’re going to feel so good around my cocks.” He speared deep inside me, scissoring his fingers to stretch me open.

      “No,” I gasped, my eyes rolling back in my head at the pleasure-pain.

      “Yes,” he hissed. He bent and licked up my spine, the action so filthy that I shattered around his fingers, my walls clenching down on him, trying to keep him inside me. He laughed cruelly. “Your mouth might say no, but you want this. Your body is screaming for me.”

      He pulled out, and I whimpered at the loss. Aiden spanked my clit hard twice in quick succession.

      My nerves spasmed, unsure of what sensation to process first.

      Aiden shifted behind me, still pushing my head down, and rested the head of his secondary cock against my opening. The heat of the flames on his body was cool compared to the heat burning from my well-spanked ass. “Beg me for it,” he ordered.

      I whimpered. “No,” I said.

      He slipped just the head inside my opening. “Beg me to fuck your pussy,” he said again.

      “No.” I could hear the whine in my voice.

      He stuffed his thumb in my ass, no lube or gentleness. “Beg me to fuck your pussy, or I’ll take your ass so hard that you’ll regret it.”

      I swallowed hard, pleasure making it hard to think. “Please,” I whispered.

      “Please what?” he replied in a mocking tone.

      “Please don’t fuck my ass.”

      “Ah, ah, ah,” he said. “That’s not what I want to hear.”

      I closed my eyes. “Please fuck my pussy,” I whispered.

      His thumb left my ass. “I didn’t hear you.”

      “Please fuck my pussy,” I said a little louder.

      “Again,” he growled. “Louder.”

      “Please fuck my pussy!” I shouted.

      “I knew you had it in you,” he sneered. “Glad you came around.” He slammed deep inside me, starting up a punishing rhythm that had me clenching around him in yet another orgasm. He fucked me through it, ignoring my whimpers of oversensitivity, single-mindedly focused on his own pleasure.

      His primary cock was hanging below him, rubbing against my clit with each thrust. I shattered under the dual pleasure twice more before he finally came, hot cum painting my walls white.

      Aiden pulled out, and held my lips apart to watch the evidence of his spend leak out of me. “Fucking beautiful,” he murmured, pushing it back inside with two fingers.

      I whined and tried to pull away.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he growled. “I have another cock, and it wants a turn inside this ripe hole.”

      That was all the warning I got before he pressed in, the size of him nearly splitting me in two.

      Once he was fully seated inside me, he bent over my sweaty back and bit my shoulder. “You think this is big?” he asked, grinding into me.

      I nodded, and he chuckled darkly.

      “Just wait until you feel my knot. That’s going to stretch you, keep my cum inside you, and you really won’t be able to get away from me.”

      I whimpered, rocking forward to try to get away from him.

      He dug his claws into my hips, keeping me there. “I think I might keep you around. Squeeze every last drop of juice from this pussy.”

      I didn’t have time to answer, the air knocked out of me by the force of his thrusts.

      He grunted, annoyed with something, and suddenly, I was empty, clenching around nothing. My world flipped as he manhandled me onto my back, and then he pressed my thighs apart, forcing them into the splits. I whimpered at the pain of the stretch, but he only grinned. “Relax, and it won’t hurt as much,” he said conversationally.

      There was absolutely no way I could relax. Every nerve in my body was bowstring tight, both from pleasure and pain. I was sure he knew that.

      He sent tiny bursts of magic to either side of me, and I felt roots wrap around my ankles, holding me apart. It was the first bit of magic either of us had done since we started this game. “I want my hands free,” he said without apology.

      His cock slipped back inside me, and his hands groped my boobs, pulling and pinching at my nipples with sharp claws. The zings of pain went straight to my clit, my brain confused between what should hurt and what should be pleasurable.

      “You feel that?” he asked, pausing in his thrusts to grind against me. “Look at what is going to be stuffed inside you.”

      When I didn’t move fast enough to suit him, he grabbed my head, angling it so I could see the swell of his knot against my pussy.

      “That’s going into your pussy,” he told me.

      “It won’t fit!” I gasped appropriately.

      “It always fits,” he promised. “It’s going to feel so fucking good.” He started his thrusts again, hitting harder on each one.

      I screamed when he managed to get it halfway in, an orgasm crashing through me. The restraints on my ankles creaked at the pressure as I tried to close my legs, my muscles shaking.

      “Gravity will take care of the rest,” Aiden said, scooping me off the ground until I was on top of him, sliding down his impaling cock until he was fully seated within me. “See? Told you it would fit,” he said, breathing hard. He claimed my lips harshly, biting and licking into my mouth, a possession rather than a mutual passion, and I loved it.

      “Fuck yes,” he hissed, his cock twitching as he released his hot seed deep within me. His knot swelled further, pushing hard against my sensitive walls.

      Pressure built up within me, and then I was squirting all over his belly, unable to hold back the intensity of the pleasure.

      “Told you you’d enjoy it,” Aiden gasped, holding me tightly. “Fucking hell.” His forehead thumped against my sternum as he fought for breath.

      “Hood,” I said shakily.

      He instantly snapped his fingers, releasing my bonds. Gentle hands smoothed over my ass, eliminating the burn from the spanking. “I love you,” Aiden murmured roughly. He continued to lightly graze my body, soothing touches healing every hurt I had suffered during the scene. “Have I missed anywhere?”

      I shifted in his lap slightly and we both hissed when his knot kept me plugged up. “I’m not ready to be separated from you yet, but I ache,” I whispered.

      He put his hand low on my pelvis, sending healing into my body. “Was it too much? Was I too hard on you?”

      “It was exactly what I needed,” I reassured him, snuggling into his chest, his flames tickling my skin. I sighed heavily. “The perfect distraction from the impending curse.”

      “You still have no ideas on how to stop it?”

      “You know I don’t. Anything you’d like to suggest?”

      He shrugged slightly. “You’ve covered everything I’ve thought of and then some. Have you tried asking Declan? What about Darragh? Maybe they’ll have an idea.”

      “I can’t rely on them forever. Grandfather’s getting old, and I’ll lose access to Darragh’s portrait once we leave school.” I pouted.

      “All the more reason to talk to them now,” Aiden said gently.

      “I suppose,” I groaned.
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      My roommates were still asleep the next morning, so I grabbed my mirror and got dressed. Lilia’s iridescent green mini dragon, Dip, opened one eye as I passed her bed, letting out a soft chirp when I scritched the top of her head.

      “Shhh,” I whispered to her. “Let the others sleep. I want to call Grandfather.”

      The dragon yawned, sharp teeth glittering and forked tongue stretching out, before resting her head on her forepaw and closing her eyes.

      So cute! I thought as I let myself out into the hallway. It was quiet as I made my way to the cozy couches in the foyer. I curled up in the corner of one and held my mirror up.

      “Call Grandfather,” I said clearly, and the mirror fogged over, trying to connect with him.

      I put it down beside me while I waited, and opened the other object I had brought with me; my grimoire.

      It contained all the knowledge of my ancestors. Every spell that they had created was included in this book, going back generations.

      Which meant it took forever to find anything useful.

      If there was a specific spell that I needed, I could perform a search, but if I wasn’t sure how to counter a curse, for example, it was less helpful.

      I flipped through a couple more pages, finding spells on how to enchant your dishes to wash themselves—with a warning that they might do so with your food still on them if you didn’t keep a firm grip on the edge—how to teleport an object short distances, unless it was a complex object with more than one type of material, and a spell to keep track of your to-do list. I tabbed that page, since that seemed like a useful spell with no downsides. Before I could continue, the fog on my mirror cleared, revealing Grandfather’s weathered face.

      “My dear, why are you awake so early?” he asked, concern written all over his features.

      With a heavy sigh, I explained everything.

      “Your professor told you a week ago, and I’m only hearing about this now?” He looked hurt.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I’m used to solving problems on my own. I really thought I could do this by myself.”

      “You don’t have to do everything alone,” he said firmly. “Have you tried all the standard protection spells?”

      “Yes, and even beefed up, they’re not touching the curse. The Divination professor is still seeing the same outcome.”

      “Hmm.” Grandfather stroked his beard as he thought through the problem. “Any idea on the time limit?”

      “None,” I said anxiously.

      “Ominous.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “What about a potion? Something that could alter your blood chemistry?”

      “Maybe.” I wrote down his suggestion. “I thought about a circle of salt, but without knowing exactly when the curse is coming, I decided it was impractical.”

      “No, no, you’re onto something,” Grandfather said. “A circle of salt doesn’t have to be so literal.”

      I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”

      “Think of it this way.” My grandfather shifted into teaching mode. “A circle doesn’t necessarily mean an actual physical circle, as long as the properties remain the same.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not awake yet. Please explain more than that,” I said when he paused.

      “Look at a necklace as an example. It can be in the shape of a circle, or you can shift it and turn it into a figure eight, or an odd blobby shape. It’s still a circle, but it’s in a different form. The properties on it remain the same.”

      “I see what you mean,” I said slowly. “It should be too difficult to transfigure a salt circle into a necklace.”

      Grandfather winced. “You know salt doesn’t react normally to magic.”

      “Right.” I slumped, defeated once more.

      “Ask Darragh for his insight,” her grandfather advised. “His specialty when he was alive was working with salt. He might have some solutions for you.” He chuckled at his joke. “At the very least, some solvents.”

      “Ha ha,” I said sarcastically. “Thanks, Grandfather. I’m sorry I kept you in the dark.”

      “Don’t do it again,” he scolded. “I want to be able to help you. I can’t do that if I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Yes, Grandfather,” I replied, thoroughly chastised, before hanging up the mirror call.

      I packed up my things and checked the time. The library was always open to students, but I didn’t want to miss breakfast with my friends.

      “Plenty of time,” I muttered to myself, hurrying down the stairs to the basement.

      The main desk in the library was empty, unsurprising given the early hour, and I headed straight for the restricted section where my family’s study nook was hidden. The secret passage was quickly navigated, and then the lights in the study room were turning on, illuminating the space.

      A massive mahogany desk took up most of the floor space and bookcases lined the walls, except for a large portrait opposite the door.

      “Hello, Darragh,” I greeted it.

      “Good day, my dear,” Darragh replied. “What’s on the agenda today?”

      “Blocking a curse,” I said.

      His jovial expression turned serious. “Who is it aiming for?”

      “Aiden and I.”

      “Origin?”

      “No clue.”

      “Damn,” he cursed. “That makes things complicated.”

      “Standard protection⁠—”

      “Don’t work,” he finished, interrupting me. “Of course not. You need to know at least one of the variables. I assume you don’t have an estimated time of arrival, either.” He didn’t wait for my answer. “Salt would work,” he said thoughtfully.

      “That’s why Grandfather sent me to you,” I said.

      “Good man, Declan. You have your grimoire? Good. You’re going to need to search for my spells. The salt work is hidden within the grimoire’s compartment.”

      “Of course it is,” I muttered to myself.

      “Try ‘portrait making’,” Darragh continued. “You don’t have to read the spell. I know it makes you squeamish,” he teased me.

      I rolled my eyes and put the grimoire upright on its spine on the desk. “Portrait making,” I said clearly, and let go of the sides of the book. It fell open to a spell with a drawing of a frame around the edge.

      “Good. You’ll have to flip forward a bit. Look for something on the properties of circles. They’re just basic notations, not an actual spell, so they’re not searchable.”

      As I flipped through the pages, I asked, “Why can’t you just tell me about it?”

      “Then how would you learn?”

      “I don’t think you understand that my life and Aiden’s is at stake,” I growled.

      Darragh looked embarrassed. “I know,” he said gently. “But it is much faster for you to read than it is for me to tell you everything I know. I don’t know what might be relevant, and I wouldn’t want to leave out something important.”

      I sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I don’t want to skip steps and make things worse than they already are.”

      “Very good.”

      “I think I found it,” I said a few minutes later. The page was laid out very differently than the usual spell notation, scribbles and scrawls filling nearly every part of the page.

      “Excellent. You should be able to see the words ‘OPEN ME’ hidden within the text.”

      I blinked at him. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      He cackled. “You can find it.”

      I squinted, trying to decipher even a single letter. “This is impossible,” I muttered. I laid my hands over the pages, took a breath to calm myself, and cast a spell on my eyes to be able to read his handwriting.

      Uncovering the pages, I could suddenly make out the words. Reading through his notes, I discovered that they didn’t make much sense. I eventually spotted the phrase he told me to watch out for and ran my fingertip over the words.

      The pages opened up like origami folding itself away, and Darragh clapped his hands. “Well done!”

      I reached within the book to pull out several sheaves of paper with a sinking heart.

      “The most important parts are at the beginning, where I discuss the properties of salt and how to modify your spell to work within the constraints, and I believe I labeled the protection work near...” He trailed off, staring into the distance. “...part seven, I think.”

      “Amazing. Thank you,” I said, bending over the pages and starting to read.

      The first thing I noticed, was that the handwriting was much better than that on the opening pages, which meant he’d made his handwriting worse in order to disguise the hidden compartment. The second, was that his notes were written in a clear and concise manner, rather like he was teaching a lecture.

      I felt myself relax, as this was a method I could understand. “You would have made an excellent teacher,” I told him.

      “I would have been a terrible teacher,” he corrected. “I have no patience for students who don’t care about learning. Never have. My textbooks were used often in a classroom setting, and that’s as close as I ever got to the teaching profession.”

      “Actually, I can see that,” I said, smiling at him. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me too, my girl.”

      With that, I focused on his notes again.
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      I made my way up to breakfast with a plan figured out. All I needed was the time to create it. I was sure Professor Dunlop would advocate on my behalf for me to skip the day’s classes to focus on building the spell to create the salt bracelets. Unfortunately, they needed a full week to harden before they could be used, so time was of the essence.

      I sat with my friends at the table, beaming at them.

      “Uh oh,” Rhiannon said softly. “You look like you’ve gotten up to mischief.”

      “No,” Clarissa disagreed. “You’ve solved something. That’s her ‘I’m impressed with myself’ face.”

      I laughed. “Both?” I took a bite of oatmeal and chewed while they pestered me for details. “I might have a solution to the protection spell, and it’ll be ready the day after Halloween.”
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      “Just the students I wanted to see on this particularly gloomy day,” Professor Dunlop said, interrupting our breakfast.

      “How coincidental. I was hoping to speak to you as well,” I replied.

      He raised a bushy gray eyebrow and nodded. “After,” he said gravely. “The town of Wellspring has requested the presence of some of our students to run games and activities for their Halloween party. I’m aware that there’s a dance, but I was hoping at least some of you would be willing to start your evening helping out.”

      I exchanged glances with my friends. “I would love to help,” I said.

      “Me too!” several others chorused at once.

      Professor Dunlop smiled. “I knew I could count on you. The town council has sent over some ideas for the activities, but you can make them your own, put your own spin on things. If you require materials, I will be available to assist in procuring whatever you need.” At Bruce’s gleeful grin, the professor added dryly, “Within reason.”

      “Sure thing, Professor,” Bruce said innocently.

      “Siobhan?” the professor turned to me. “In private?”

      “No, no, here is fine,” I said, holding my hand to cover the fact that I had a spoonful of oatmeal in my mouth. I swallowed quickly before explaining that I needed the day off and space in a lab, and he nodded.

      “That is a very elegant solution. You’ve thought everything through,” the professor said, examining my work. “I think it will work
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