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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a story featuring supernatural creatures. As this is also a story about people who have supernatural abilities, there are real-life experiences built in, and so the following content warnings should be noted:

      
        
          	
        Explicit sex scenes
      

      	
        Swearing
      

      	
        Death of parents (off-page) and loved ones (on-page)
      

      	
        Grief (on-page)
      

      	
        Parental abandonment (briefly discussed on-page)
      

      

      

      I appreciate that you have chosen to read this story, but care for yourself first. If any of these elements trigger you, please do not cause yourself any harm by continuing further.

      
        
        — Isla

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            PETRA

          

        

      

    

    
      With each step, the sound of crumbling, crunching leaves soothes her soul. The fallen leaves and crispness in the air are always her favorite part of fall. She’s always loved the earthiness of autumn. The smell of decay comforts her as plants and trees ready themselves for the long, cold winter. Her magic thrums under her skin, responding to the nature surrounding, pulling energy from the earth as she crosses the busy street and enters her preferred pub—the Bittersweet Acorn, where her best friend Daisy Hale works.

      “Hey Petra, what can I get you?”

      Moving her attention from the crowd, Petra looks up at Lachlan Grace, hot man, bar owner, and demon extraordinaire. “How about an amaretto sour?”

      “Coming right up,” Lachlan responds, turning to grab the amaretto from the shelf. His light brown hair is up in a bun, keeping it off his broad, muscular shoulders and out of his face as he works. His six-foot-six frame gives him a larger-than-life presence behind the bar, and the command of shadows as his demon ability and a mysterious history don’t hurt either. Her eyes follow the corded muscles of his arm as he scoops ice for her drink. When he bends over, getting a rag from the bottom shelf, she affords herself a second to glance at his ridiculously formed derriere.

      I wonder if that booty is from squats or blessed by the demon lords. She quickly moves her eyes to the shelved bottles before he can catch her staring.

      Yelling over the live music, Petra asks, “Have you seen Daisy yet tonight? She said she was working, but”—she glances at her phone—“it’s 10:23, and she hasn’t manifested yet.”

      Finishing off the drink with the cherry, Lachlan hands it to Petra, and she catches his knowing smile; yeah, he definitely caught her checking him out. “She’s working the private party section tonight, but she should be around shortly.”

      Petra thanks Lachlan before turning around to join the crowd in front of the band. Daisy had started working at the Bittersweet Acorn two years ago, which was when they both first met Lachlan. Upon hiring Daisy, he immediately became like their older brother, protecting his little sisters when needed.

      Petra Rose has lived in Leeside her entire life. Her family was one of the town’s founding families, and she often feels the pressure that her name carries. Her mother died when Petra was young, and her father abandoned her many years ago, so it’s been up to her to keep the family name worthy under the tutelage of her Gammy, Gladys. It’s not an easy task and not always one she wants.

      Being a Rose has meant her life has been mapped out since the day she was born. As the oldest of the founding families, and thanks to the tradition of magic being connected to bloodlines, the Roses have the privilege of the Premier Witch role passing through their family for generations, always going to the oldest child, whether they want it or not. When her father fucked off, abdicating his eventual responsibility as the next Premier Witch and effectively abandoning his family when she was still a child, she became the next in line. As she grew and started to understand what this meant for her future, the expectations started to weigh on her. On more than one occasion, her destiny as Premier Witch caused conflict between her and Gammy, including a multi-night attempted disappearance on Petra’s part wherein Gammy had to use a locator spell to find and drag her moody teenage ass home.

      Despite the privilege of being a Rose, sometimes she wonders what it would be like not to be one and live more freely; unfortunately, she will never know. At thirty-two, Petra knows her becoming Premier Witch is inevitable one day, though hopefully it won’t be for a long time. Gammy took on the role younger than usual at only twenty-eight after her own mother passed unexpectedly when a curse backfired. But Gammy is different. That woman is strong, powerful, and determined. She’s been the Premier Witch for nearly fifty years, and Petra hopes Gammy won’t be going anywhere soon.

      Leeside is where developing witches come to learn more about the history of magic. The local university is a hot spot for magical learning, for humans and supernaturals alike. As Gammy once told her, it is thanks to the council and their governance that supernatural beings are even allowed to attend Leeside University. Apparently, it was one of her first mandates on council that determined a future with humans and supernatural beings co-mingling and living peacefully together. A few years later, the council ruled in favor of inter-species marriage, opening the door for other established communities and their governing bodies to do the same. It’s been through these hard-fought battles that the council—well, some of them—have been able to move the community forward.

      Petra finally spots Daisy near the private party room door as the band starts a cover of “I Put a Spell on You.” She starts singing along as she makes her way over to Daisy.

      “Hey!” Daisy exclaims as Petra approaches.

      “What’s the holdup? You don’t usually spend so long in the party room.”

      “Oh, they were just chatty tonight. Bachelor party and boys trying to prove to each other they still have the moves. Typical.” Daisy rolls her eyes.

      “So, you had twelve guys hitting on you and being inappropriate? Do you need me to go in and give them a piece of my spark?” Petra asks, holding her hand up and allowing the collected energy to dance across her fingers like a miniature lightning storm.

      “I’ve got it handled. I may have used a spell to make them believe it is last call. At this point, Lach can call them cabs, and they can get out of here.” Daisy motions for them to head back toward the bar. “You’re still good with your drink?”

      “Yep, I think two is my limit tonight. The little tykes wouldn’t appreciate a hungover Miss P tomorrow. I’m going to watch the band for a bit. I’ll stop by before I head out.”

      “Make good choices!” Daisy calls as Petra walks back into the crowd around the stage.
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        * * *

      

      Working the closing shift at Bright Mornings Childcare means she can take time to get up and ready in the morning. It also means there’s time to stop by her favorite coffee shop along the way.

      She parks on the street a block away from Taster’s Delight, a local vampire-run coffee shop and roaster in Leeside. No one is sure how long the establishment has been around; the vampire owners had always altered their appearances every couple of decades and claimed a change in ownership to avoid suspicion from the human residents, back when humans and supernaturals didn’t nicely coexist in Leeside. Even now the humans don’t seem to like certain aspects, like immortality, to be obvious, which means many of the beings with prolonged lifespans, like vampires and faeries, in Leeside do what they can to minimize its impact or visibility.

      Taster’s Delight has the perfect espresso, creamy and light but full of flavor, and Petra’s mouth starts to water at the smell of the roasted beans as she walks toward it. Placing an order for a macchiato for herself and a latte for her co-educator, she moves to the side, waiting for them to be prepared. As she waits, she looks around the store, noticing the new drinkware available and the mix of patrons, both human and not, sharing tables and laughing together on this crisp, sunny morning. She thanks the barista as she collects her order and winks at Briryn, who is a friend and the gnome council representative, working away on a laptop as she leaves.

      The door opens, just as she’s about to step through it. Losing her balance, she stumbles out the door. The coffees go flying, and she is caught by a set of strong hands. Very strong hands that have a firm grip on her hips. On a deep inhale in her now-flustered state, she recognizes a familiar bergamot scent even as spilled coffee soaks both of them.

      “You alright there?”

      She huffs, pulling out of his hold. “Yes, Lachlan. I’m fine. Just covered in coffee now. Don’t you look before opening doors?” she snaps, frustrated. She isn’t typically one to react so quickly, but she was looking forward to that coffee, and now she won’t have time to get another one and head back home to change before being needed at work.

      “Good morning to you too, witchling,” he says with a grin.

      She picks up the cups and shoots a spark at his feet. “Don’t witchling me.” While she’s never liked the nickname often given to young witches, and despite her current frustration, the name coming from him isn’t completely horrible. It stirs something inside her, but she’s not willing to go down that train of thought right now.

      He laughs at her. Full-bodied and deep. The sound is like plucking the perfect chord on a bass. As frustrated as she is with him at this moment, she acknowledges that she likes hearing him laugh.

      “My apologies. I wasn’t aware holding doors open would be so troublesome,” he teases. “Would you like me to get that for you?” he asks, pointing to the coffee stain down her front. Before she can answer, shadows creep from beneath her and climb her legs, torso, and chest, leaving goosebumps in their wake as they remove the stain before disappearing again. “Better?”

      Looking down, she notes all evidence of the coffee incident is gone. “Yes, thank you.”

      The gnome with the laptop must have noticed the incident. He strolls through the door, holding out two coffees. “Here, Petra. Looks like you could use some replacements.”

      Accepting the drinks, her mood shifts from annoyance to gratitude. “You’re the best, Briryn, thanks. I hope you have a wonderful day.”

      “No problem. And you as well,” Briryn replies before returning to his table.

      “Sorry about… that, by the way. You caught me off guard,” she says to Lachlan.

      “No worries. My apologies as well. I’ll make sure to be more careful next time,” he says, smiling. “Have a great day at work, witchling.”

      Petra scoffs and is about to retort back, but he’s already inside the shop. Lucky demon.
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, friends!” Petra calls out as she enters the classroom, bursting with preschooler energy and excitement for a day of play and learning ahead. Her group of little tykes come rushing over to her as she walks in and puts her bag and the drinks on the counter. The children begin speaking over each other to get her attention.

      “Miss P, look! I found a purple rock.”

      “Look, I have my nails painted! They sparkle!”

      “My dad says I have a stinky butt!”

      “My mom says Josh is adopted.”

      “My sister picks her nose and eats it!”

      Laughing at all the revelations happening simultaneously, Petra bends down and calls for a group hug before the children rush off again to return to what they were playing with. Working the closing shift means the children have already been awake for hours and have filled that time with more games, stories, and adventures than Petra could do in a month. No two days in childcare are the same, and Petra loves it; it’s exhausting but rewarding.

      Aside from her friendship with Daisy, this place and these little ones are her primary source of joy and happiness. Their sense of pride as they accomplish new things and their excitement to take on the world is inspiring. She wishes everyone approached the world with the wonder children have, which may be why she laughs to herself while observing Jordan and Tony plotting a dragon attack on Marsha’s tower.

      “So, how was the show last night?” Shannon, her co-educator, asks as she puts snacks for the children at the table after giving her the necessary updates about absent children and any changes to the daily routine.

      “It was good. Their drummer was hot as Hades, so even if they sucked, there was eye candy at least. But the band was good. Very energetic.” Petra hands Shannon a drink, and she clasps her hands together and bows before her in praise.

      “What does hot as Hades mean, Miss P?” Charlie, ever-observant, asks.

      “It means something is very hot to touch, and so we need to be extra careful around it,” Petra says smoothly.

      “Good one.” Shannon chuckles.

      “All right, friends! Those of you who are ready to go outside can go to the bathroom quickly, and then we will get our shoes changed and get our coats to head into the world of leaves, trees, and bugs!”

      The children collectively yell with excitement and rush to the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      Petra walks in the front door of her fifth-floor apartment, greeted by the loud meows of Morris, her plump orange tabby. She leans down, scratching him behind his ears exactly how he likes it and coos at him. “Hello, my handsome little dude. I’ve missed you too.” She scoops him up in her arms, nuzzling in his soft fur, and walks into her living room, depositing him in his favorite upholstered chair. As she strolls to her bedroom, she removes the bra under her shirt and steps out of her pants. A late night out on a school night and spending the day with a rambunctious group of fourteen preschoolers means she is Tired with a capital T. She enters the kitchen, grabs a Chinese takeout menu, and texts Daisy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Petra

      

      
        Hey loser!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ordering Chinese food tonight. Want in?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daisy

      

      
        Yes!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Sesame chicken and fried rice, please

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Be there in 20!

      

      

      

      

      

      While Petra waits for Daisy and the food to arrive, she finds a pair of comfy shorts and puts them on, taking a moment to look in the full-length mirror as she passes. She squeezes her belly and turns to look over her shoulder at the cellulite on the back of her thighs. She turns away, sighing, frustrated, and heads to the couch, where Morris jumps and curls up on her legs.

      Lounging on the couch, she lets her magic unspool and stretch. Pink-colored tendrils unfurl from her body, reaching for light and shadow. While she understands the power and privilege that comes from being a Rose, she’s never fully accepted it or wanted it. Instead, she limits how much she relies on it in her day-to-day life, preferring to feel the satisfaction of doing something through her own strength and ability. Where her power is most often used at work. Being a witch at a childcare that caters to all families, be they human or supernatural, means she’s not banned from using her magic at work. So, she prefers saving it for moments when children need a quick hand to stop themselves from getting hurt or to provide additional comfort. Her magic allows her to do cool tricks that make the children giggle, but one of her favorite abilities is to soothe heightened emotions. She spends a lot of her workday outdoors, allowing her ample opportunity to draw energy from the natural world while playing alongside the children.

      A knock at the door draws her attention away from her thoughts. She stands and puts down Morris, who gives her a disappointed look. She opens the door and smiles in surprise. Standing before her is her favorite person in the whole world, her Gammy Gladys.

      “Hello, my baby girl!” Gammy coos as she walks in the door, past Petra, and into the kitchen.

      Petra follows Gammy and then jumps onto the kitchen counter to sit.  Her feet dangle and sway below her as Morris saunters in. As Gammy turns to root in the cupboard for some tea bags, Morris reaches up and swats at Petra’s foot, making her jump. Jerk. Petra hops down from the counter and moves into the living room, sitting at the end of the couch.

      “You really should have the tea bags on the counter or at least directly above the kettle for ease of access,” Gammy admonishes her, finally locating a box of Earl Grey. She turns and takes the kettle, filling it with water, then turns it on to start boiling before taking a mug from one of the other cupboards.

      Petra watches Gammy and knows something is amiss. She’s twisting her wedding ring, which she still wears despite being widowed for decades, and tapping her foot lightly. Gammy gazes at Petra and tilts her head ever so slightly to the left, deep in thought.

      Petra waits.

      “Well, aren’t you going to say anything, love?” Gammy finally asks.

      Petra smiles and puts her arms out for a hug, which Gammy happily obliges, coming over to where Petra sits. “I am thrilled to see you, of course, but I can see you’re worked up about something, and I figured I should give you time to sort out your thoughts before you tell me what’s wrong,” she says.

      “When did you get so smart and so patient? That certainly isn’t from me.” She laughs as Morris winds himself around her feet, head-butting her shin as he passes. She reaches into the cupboard to find a bag of cat treats and puts a few on the floor for him to eat.

      The kettle starts to whistle just as Gammy takes a deep breath and says, “I’m sick.”

      Petra starts. “What do you mean you’re sick?”

      Gammy pours the water into a rainbow-printed mug and then places her tea bag in. “I’m dying, love,” she says quietly. “I have about a year, maybe less. The illness has progressed beyond the point of a potential cure.”

      “Dying?” Petra whispers in disbelief. “How could you be dying? Have you gone to the healer? Surely there is something they can do.”

      “Sometimes these things just happen, darling. Of course I’ve been to a healer. There’s nothing they can do.” Petra’s eyes well up, and Gammy wraps a comforting arm around her. “Unfortunately, that’s why I’m here.”

      Petra sniffles and wipes away her tears. Her Gammy has always seemed indestructible. Petra catches herself. What is she doing? Gammy is the one dying, likely scared of facing her inevitable and fast-approaching end, yet here she is, comforting Petra.

      “What can I do to help?” Petra asks.

      “Not much for me at the moment, but I do need to get some things in order and wanted to tell you first.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “The council has requested your presence.”

      “What! Why?”

      “Consideration for the next Premier Witch needs to happen quickly, so they’ve called an emergency meeting to decide who the potential incumbent is,” Gammy says.

      “What? I have to go before the council now? Why the rush?” Petra asks.

      Gammy rubs soothing circles on Petra’s back. “I think they are trying to set up for a certain someone to take the role, but they need to make it appear as though they have followed protocol. But according to tradition, the Premier Witch would pass to you as the next member in the Rose family line. You must be considered and assessed as a candidate.”

      A knock sounds briefly at the door before Daisy lets herself in. Morris runs to the door and then turns around, charging in ahead of her, meowing loudly as if to announce her presence. Daisy walks into the kitchen and immediately stops, noticing Petra’s tear-streaked face and Gammy beside her. “Who died?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            LACHLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking to his vehicle, Lachlan spots a flash of red ahead. Petra, his demon-self breathes. He’s felt a pull to her from their very first meeting a few years ago. Over these past few years, they’ve become good friends, and he’s watched her flit from shitty relationship to shitty relationship, her sparkle fading with each new guy. As much as he’s wanted to step in and see if he’d have a chance with her, he’s been hesitant, afraid to ruin what they have as friends, and wanting to make sure she’s ready for him. But thanks to his terrible luck, by the time she seems ready for something new, she finds someone else, and he’s missed his chance again.

      Instead of being with her, he stands by her. And really, she’s never indicated she wants anything more than a friendship with him. As the guy friend, he lends an ear, giving advice or insight into the male view. He might also use his demon abilities as necessary—not that she knows that. When her last dipshit boyfriend bailed on her after six months with nothing more than a text saying, “Peace out,” Lachlan absolutely did not track the douche down and give him a lesson on how to treat women better while in his demon form.

      But damn it all to Hades. When she walked in last night, he would have given anything to put her up against the wall, peel off her clothing, and devour every inch of her gorgeous form. Thinking about her in those jeans and how they perfectly sculpted her curves is sending his dick to attention, causing him to readjust himself. Standing gloriously tall, she still feels small compared to him, but not so small that he thinks he would have chronic neck pain from stooping down to kiss her perfect pink lips. And he knows that her bright red hair would look hot as hell wrapped around his fist while sliding his other hand up her creamy skin.

      Stop it. We got shit to do, he thinks, adjusting the growing bulge in his pants again.

      Driving down the highway to his younger brother Declan’s place, he recalls the first time the fiery redhead came into the bar with Daisy. Daisy was looking for a job, and Petra was quick to tell him why Daisy would benefit his bar. After a trial run, Daisy was officially hired, and Petra continued to regularly visit the bar. Win-win for everyone. Well, except for his dick. He’s been with other women these past two years but hasn’t been able to shake Petra, despite never having had her.

      “Hey, man!” Declan calls out, leaning on his crutches, as Lachlan steps out of his Jeep. “How was the drive?”

      “Smooth as ever. There was a little traffic around Highway #9, but otherwise it was good. How have you been?” Lachlan says, walking to meet his brother at the door. The drive to Declan’s in Beckton is about an hour, but it can feel much longer depending on the time of day and traffic flow.

      “Things have been quiet here since Mom went back to Stanmore. I start work again on Monday, which will help keep me busy and out of trouble.”

      “That’s good. I’m happy Mom could come and stay for a bit to help you after your surgery. You seem to be moving well,” Lachlan says.

      “I am. It was a bit slow at first because of the swelling, pain, and being drugged to high hell, but mobility is quickly coming back. Doc says I should be good in a couple of weeks.” Declan says. “So what’s brought you out here? I thought you weren’t going to stop by until next week sometime?”

      “Can’t an older brother come and visit his younger brother for no reason other than to spend time together? Especially after he’s had knee surgery after fucking himself up playing a pickup football game and stupidly refusing to see a healer.”

      “Some brothers could, but not you,” Declan jokes, poking Lachlan in the shoulder.

      “Ha, ha, jackass,” Lachlan responds sarcastically. “Nah, there’s nothing wrong. Just wanted out for a bit and decided to stop by.”

      “Fair enough. Anyways, let’s not stand out here like gossiping old ladies. Come in where we can be civilized and gossip in the backyard like normal people.” Declan gestures to the open door behind him.

      Lachlan nods as he claps his brother on the shoulder. They move back into the house, Declan slowly following behind with his crutches. Lachlan stops in the kitchen to get them drinks while Declan continues through the room and meets up with him again on the patio. They collapse into the chairs beside the pool, crutches leaning against an empty chair, and sip quietly for a moment, enjoying the peace and sounds of nature as birds chirp and insects buzz around them.

      Lachlan catches Declan staring at him. “What?”

      “You seem… off,” Declan says.

      “Off? How so?”

      “I don’t know, but there’s just something wrong. How’s stuff with the council going?” he asks.

      “Meh, usual council bullshit. Though we have an emergency meeting tomorrow,” Lachlan replies. As the demon representative on the supernatural council, Lachlan often has to deal with petty and annoying crap from some of the other reps. In particular, the rep for the trolls, Hegnir Grog, has a unique way of getting under Lachlan’s skin.

      Lachlan was one of the youngest representatives the council had ever had. Despite having left the underworld on a semi-permanent basis, the council voted to keep him as their demon rep because of his bloodline from his father, a former demon lord. So here he is, at thirty-five, now a veteran council member, trying his best to support all community members, even though some other reps do their best to prevent that.

      “Any idea why?”

      “Nope. They are being pretty tight-lipped about this one. Grog called it, so it’s probably safe to assume someone looked at him the wrong way.”

      Declan laughs fully, the sound bouncing away and into the trees, startling a few birds who launch into the sky. “Yeah, you never know with that troll.”

      “Anyways, I’ll see what happens tomorrow, but hopefully, it’s nothing too drastic. I don’t feel like bringing out the demon.”

      Declan laughs, flopping to the side of the chair. “Not the big bad demon-boy!”

      Lachlan kicks at him. “Shut up. You’re such a dick. Why do I even bother to come see you?”

      “Because you loooveee meee…” Declan responds, drawing out the words, teasing Lachlan. 

      “No, that’s definitely not it,” Lachlan deadpans, sipping his drink.
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        * * *

      

      Lachlan returns home and changes into his typical bar uniform—jeans and a gray T-shirt—before heading to the Acorn. When Lachlan arrives at the bar, he sees Petra’s car, which means that Daisy and Petra are already there. Daisy is stocking the bar with beer, and Petra sits on the bar top, her legs dangling off the edge when he enters.

      “Hey, Lach!” Daisy calls as she notices him walk through the door.

      “Daisy,” he responds with the smallest of head nods. Looking over at Petra, he says, “You alright?”

      “Hmm? Oh. Not really.”

      Daisy turns her head to Lachlan. “She got some other news last night.” She shares a silent look.

      “Oooh, that sounds juicy.”

      Petra cuts a harsh look at Lachlan, causing him to flinch. “It’s not juicy. Gammy stopped by last night, and apparently, she’s dying,” she snaps.

      Lachlan moves to stand in front of her, feeling like a complete ass. “Shit. I’m sorry. I’m a dick.”

      Petra looks anywhere but at him, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth, clearly holding back tears. When she seems collected enough, she continues, “And the council is worried about my ability to be a Premier Witch, so I’ve been summoned to an emergency council meeting tomorrow.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. But damn, now I know why I’ve been called in,” Lachlan responds, keeping his face blank. 

      “You didn’t know?”

      He shakes his head. He doesn’t like that he’s being left out of council plans. He also hopes Grog doesn’t have enough gall to try anything super shitty; the troll has never liked the Rose family, especially Gladys.

      Petra fidgets with the cuff on her sleeve. “I’m not thrilled about going in front of council, and I’m a little nervous about what will happen.”

      Lachlan places his hand gently under her chin and slowly raises her head so her eyes meet his. “I know it’s scary, and the council can be no joke. But they want something from you, so they will likely behave better. Go in with an open mind and hear them out. Ultimately, they only want what is best for our collective community.” He says the words, but he’s not sure he fully believes them. He hopes Petra doesn’t get caught in the crossfire of whatever political games are going on. 

      Petra smiles and places her hand on his forearm, giving it a gentle squeeze. She may not say it, but he takes that as a thank-you.

      Lachlan turns away, heading back behind the bar to start his opening prep. “Besides, if they want to harm you, they’d have to go through me, and they don’t want that.” He allows his eyes to quickly flash demon-gold before returning to his usual steel blue.

      Petra hops off the bar top and walks over to Lachlan, now at the far end, squeezing his shoulder as she walks behind him. “Thanks, Lach. I appreciate it. But keep the demon in its cage tomorrow. The last thing I need is more council attention than I already have.” Petra waves to Daisy, who is out on the floor, and winks at Lachlan before heading out the door, the chimes signaling her departure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            PETRA

          

        

      

    

    
      Another day with a group of preschoolers proves just as chaotic as usual. While outside this afternoon, in twenty minutes, Charlie fell and got a bloody nose, Max caught a bee and was stung, Seraphina lost her prized stuffy, and Petra herself tripped over a ball that had rolled behind her and fell on her ass.

      All day, she tries to convince herself that the meeting tonight will not be an issue. That everything will be okay. And yet, something inside her warns her that something big is coming her way. She pushes these thoughts aside as she returns to her preschool room after her lunch break and plasters on a smile to greet her little ones for the afternoon. She is welcomed back warmly by Max and Seraphina, who rush into her before she has time to close the door.

      “Miss Petra!” they exclaim in unison as they bury their faces in the side of her thighs, giving her big hugs.

      “I made a castle with the playdough,” Max says. “Come look!”

      “And I made a dragon that’s going to attack his castle,” Seraphina tells her.

      Petra smiles at them and watches as they run back to the table with the playdough, wondering what the world could be like for them in a few years. Would it be more accepting of their abilities—Max’s super speed and Seraphina’s fae wings currently hidden under her oversized sweater—or will they still be at risk of hate from the small groups of humans who rally against the magical beings? Could this be something she is able to shape as a future Premier Witch?

      Max shouts across the room, “Miss Petra! Come look! Come look!”

      Petra joins Max and Seraphina at their table, ready to delve into their world of dragons and castles. Watching these two play together and work so well to create their own world ignites a glowing ember inside Petra. She works hard to guide the next generation and teach them how to care for others and themselves. She knows that the little ones around her are watching everything she does and that she needs to model for them how to approach the world with compassion. Her group of children are a mix of human and supernatural, and every day she teaches them about each other, helping them to understand they are stronger together.

      Take, for example, little Seraphina. She’s been taught and encouraged to hide her wings, and despite multiple conversations with her family, they continue to send her in restrictive clothing. It dulls her glow and creates shame around her difference. Seraphina once asked, “Miss Petra, why am I the only one with wings?”

      “Well, Seraphina, you have wings because you are a fae. Those wings give you special abilities, just like Max’s ability to run really fast, or Olive’s invisibility. Do you like having wings?”

      Seraphina looks down at the table, and Petra can see the hesitation. “I think my wings are pretty.”

      “They are very pretty. I love how they sparkle in the sunlight.”

      Seraphina’s face breaks into a bright smile. “Me too! But Mommy says I can’t show them to everyone.”

      “I know, love. There may be people who don’t like your wings, but your wings are part of what makes you you. Remember how you helped get the baby doll out of the tree when Charlie threw it up there?”

      “Yeah! I flew up so fast!”

      Petra opens her arms, and Seraphina climbs into her lap. “You were so fast. And if you didn’t have wings, that would still be up there. Because of you, we can still play with that doll.”

      “Yeah. Can I take my sweater off?”

      “Absolutely!” Petra says. “Do you want to trace your shadow on paper so we can show everyone your fantastic wings?”

      “Yes! Yes! YES!” she replies, bouncing off of Petra’s lap and running to the shelf for the big paper.

      As Petra watches Seraphina line up the paper under the window and instruct a human friend to trace her, she can’t help but feel that ember inside her ignite into a full flame. This. This is what she was meant to do. Help children of all species connect and support each other. If only it were so easy to do this in the larger adult community. Maybe she should talk to her directors about running a community event to bring the families together…

      Arriving home from the day, exhaustion spawned by a day of caring for her little friends and having to make a thousand different in-the-moment decisions takes over her body. And she still has to attend tonight’s stupid council meeting. She has about an hour at home before leaving, so she decides to make a quick dinner and shower to wash the bad vibes off.

      While Petra watched Gammy navigate council politics all her life, the idea of going before them is, well, terrifying. The council is comprised of the most powerful beings from each of the factions within the supernatural community. They are the ones who determine the rules, regulations, and laws the Leeside community would follow, as well as how they could engage with the human world. As much as the human and supernatural communities have been integrated within the last fifty years, there are still policies that dictate what is considered appropriate behavior, which are in place largely to keep humans safe. But it means that the council has the ability to dictate the lives of the community to maintain this order and control.

      With a few minutes to spare, she dresses in dark-wash skinny jeans, a lilac blouse, a dark gray leather jacket, and black ankle boots. She tops it off with a long silver chain, small silver hoops in her ears, and her family crest ring on her right hand. She does her best to channel Gammy’s strength, hoping she looks presentable but fierce.

      She leaves her apartment at seven. Walking down the stairwell, she feels a familiar pull in the pit of her stomach seconds before being whisked away through time and space to the council chambers. She hates traveling through ports. Which means it’s probably a good thing that she can’t do it herself. Through a collective agreement between the various council factions many years ago, it was determined that porting—the ability to travel magically—was reserved for council members only. The council has always been wary that the other members of the community will misuse the skill.

      A wave of nausea washes over her, flipping her stomach as she finds her footing in the chambers, the room still spinning. Someone begins speaking; she’s unsure who, but she holds up a finger, silently asking for a moment to steady herself. The speaker stops and waits.

      “Are you well, Miss Rose?” the speaker asks.

      Shaking her head to try to clear the fuzzy feeling, Petra looks up to find herself in the middle of council chambers, which resembles a courtroom with a bench large enough to seat nine judges rather than only one. There is a small stand, presumably for witnesses, off to the right and two tables behind her. She stands directly between the council members’ bench and the tables for arguing parties.

      “Miss Rose. Are you well enough to proceed?” the speaker, the vampire council representative, asks again.

      Mustering whatever courage she can find, she stands tall. “Yes, Councilor Amare, my apologies.” Her magic crawls along her skin, sensing something unusual. Weird.

      “Good, then let us begin,” the Councilor responds. “You have been called here because it has come to the council’s attention that the current Premier Witch, Gladys Rose, is fatally ill.”

      Petra sucks in a quiet breath. Hearing it out loud is a gut punch. She fights the urge to sway, staving off the tilting of her world beneath her feet.

      “This means the power attributed to the Premier Witch will be without a host, and as you are next in line, it would appear as though you would be the next vessel. However, the council has concerns about your ability to hold this title and to wield the responsibility associated with this role,” Councilor Amare says.

      “That’s a bit unfair…” Petra attempts to interject but is promptly cut off by one of the other council members.

      “You have continued to show your lack of interest in the larger magical community, instead spending time teaching mortal children. You have not spent the required time to train and hone your skills. You are also close friends with a witch who has been shunned from the community,” the goblin representative, Councilor Clellugs, states matter-of-factly.

      Petra stares, stunned at the bluntness of the delivery and the disdain for others. “Pardon me, council members, but not once have I done anything prohibited. I have always done what is expected of me. I work with children because I find value in helping the next generation develop and grow into accepting and acceptable beings. I am helping to build a world of inclusion that I cannot say has been readily supported among all members of our supernatural community. I also want to clarify for the record that the children I teach are a mix of mortal and supernatural beings. And Daisy has not been shunned. Her family committed some atrocious acts, of which she had no part, and she has been harshly punished for crimes that are not her own. If anything, I would say you could stand to learn from me,” she finishes.

      She plays back what she just said and pales, realizing how much trouble she’s caused herself.

      “While that speech was wonderful, if not a sign of your lack of control, you failed to address your willful absence from the community and desire to hone your skills. How do you address these issues, Miss Rose?” Councilor Clellugs retorts.

      “I have spent many years practicing magic under the watchful eye of Councilor Rose. She has never expressed concern about my skill level or mentioned that I needed to improve. If her level of expertise as the current Premier Witch is insufficient for you, then perhaps there is another conversation you need to be having, particularly around the value of the role of a Premier Witch,” Petra responds, making sure to look each one of them in the eye, posing a challenge as she does. They know the importance of the Premier Witch and how much the current one has done for the community. She knows they aren’t questioning Gammy’s expertise; rather, they are trying to make Petra doubt her own abilities.

      Gammy and Lachlan sit back and look at her with pride as the remaining seven council members shift uncomfortably in their seats. Petra takes a deep breath and feels she has proven her point. The council and the supernatural community are due for a change. They cannot continue in the current world without learning to live more harmoniously with mortal members of society.

      Lachlan leans forward. “I think Miss Rose has proven she is more than capable of fulfilling this position. As the demon representative, we endorse her as the next Premier Witch. She would be an excellent addition to the role and could bring the supernatural community into the current century. Let’s settle this quickly. All those in favor of Petra Rose as the next Premier Witch, say ‘aye.’”

      There is a brief pause as the members consider their votes, followed by a resounding “aye” from the council representatives for the witches, demons, faeries, and gnomes. The vampire, werewolf, shifter, and goblin representatives vote “nay,” but the remaining vote, belonging to the trolls, is halted.

      “It appears we have a tie,” the troll council member, Grog, states. “As the tie-breaking vote, I wish to pose a challenge to you, Miss Rose. A way for you to prove you are worthy of this role and serious about taking on all of the responsibility that goes with it.” His sinister tone fills Petra with dread. “You see, we have not had the pleasure of getting to know you on the council since you have spent much of your time avoiding your heritage and responsibility as the next Premier Witch. As such, some of us on the council doubt your commitment to our community and the role you will possess. On the other hand, Miss Sloan Wilks regularly volunteers within the community, helps with council functions, and demonstrates her ambition to possess a leadership role.”

      Is the mention of Sloan supposed to make me jealous or feel inadequate? What do they want from me? Hesitantly, Petra asks, “What is your request?”

      “Ah, you must accept before you find out what it is,” he says in typical troll fashion. Petra resists the urge to roll her eyes in exasperation at the poorly veiled manipulation trolls are known for. “Think of it as the first step to show you are serious about becoming Premier Witch. If you accept and meet all conditions by the deadline, all council members will accept your appointment to the position,” he says, looking down the bench to see the others who side with him nod in agreement. “However, if you should fail, the title will fall to the next in line after you—Miss Wilks—and you will not only forfeit the title, but also your power. Knowing these conditions, do you accept whatever challenge is set before you?”

      Petra looks back and forth between Lachlan and Gammy, hoping to receive a hint as to what she should do. Despite the shocked murmurs from the other council members, Gammy and Lachlan’s faces remain stone.

      “What happens if I don’t accept?” she asks.

      “You forfeit the Rose power and Miss Wilks will immediately become the new Premier Witch,” Grog replies with a mischievous gleam in his eye.

      He’s baiting her and she knows it. He knows she can’t and won’t forfeit the family power.

      What else can she do but agree? Gammy is counting on her to continue the Rose legacy. With a deep breath, she says, “I accept.”

      “Wonderful,” Grog exclaims, clapping his hands together. “Then, the condition is that for you, Miss Rose, to be appointed the next Premier Witch, you must marry within the next thirty days to prove your commitment to this community. After all, it is so very important that the community see you valuing long held traditions. If you are unmarried within the next month, our new Premier Witch upon Gladys Rose’s inevitable passing will be Miss Sloan Wilks, and you will be stripped of all power. We expect to receive proof of your marriage within thirty days. Meeting adjourned.”

      With the call for the end of the meeting, all of the council members except Gammy and Lachlan vanish. Petra stands stunned.

      What just happened?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four
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      Married! She has to get married? Who in their right mind would decide that getting married is a valid test to prove worthiness for Premier Witch? Also, why wasn’t this discussed among the other council members? And stripped of all her powers if she fails? Hades help her.

      Lachlan fumes. Shadows swirl around him and leak from every corner of the room. The intensity of his rage is evident in the growing blackness and silence of the space. He comes down to the lower floor to go to Petra, but Gammy puts her hand up and erects a barrier to keep him on the far side of the room. Protecting Petra from him. From his anger.

      “You need to calm down, Lachlan. I understand you’re surprised by tonight’s events, and I am too. However, my concern right now is my granddaughter, and you cannot be near her in your current state. Either get out of here and do whatever you need to work out your feelings, or use common sense and control your shadows. I will not allow you to take one step closer until you have a clearer head on your muscled shoulders. Do I make myself clear?” Gladys says.

      Lachlan raises a hand to the shield and feels the vibrating power as it hovers around him, closing him in. It would be no easy feat to break through it. A witch with her power is almost limitless in their abilities and strength, and while he is an alpha demon, he knows he would still lose against Gladys’s skill and experience. His inner demon growls, rising and pushing Lachlan to shift into his demon form. Lachlan’s skin begins to tingle, and the hair on his arms begins to darken and lengthen; his ears start to elongate, dark horns push their way out of his forehead, and black wings poke out from his shoulder blades, tearing holes in his shirt and jacket. The dome Gladys placed around him fills with darkness, hiding him from view.

      “NO!” Lachlan growls at the demon as he pushes it back into its inner cage, the internal struggle causing him to dry heave. The pain of stopping the shift is almost unbearable. He dry heaves again. No, I cannot let it loose right now. Get back down, you bastard, and let us be here to support Petra. He pushes again and feels his demon relent, just enough to give him room to regain control. A minute later, Lachlan stands back upright, sweaty and spent. The shadows have lessened and continue to retreat tentatively. He looks back to Gladys, hoping she can see he is back in control. For now.

      With a nod and the flick of a finger, Gladys releases the shield and allows Lachlan to step forward.

      “I’m watching you. One sense of that demon of yours trying to make a break for it again, and I will have you flying so fast out of here you will
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