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Content Warning

 

It’s time, folks! As promised from Book 1, this series turns spicy now! Please note, however, that the graphic sex scenes are still the exception rather than the rule – Esta has too much to worry about to jump on her partner every other page. When they are there, though, they don’t hold back. Where possible, I made them easy to skip for those of you who’d rather do that. I hope you find they were worth the wait!

 

Besides the smut many of us have been waiting for, this book also contains:

 

The results of trauma manifesting in panic attacks, depression, death, light descriptions of blood (in non-violent settings), and mentions of a past war.

 

If these things are not for you, it’s unlikely that you would enjoy this book/series.


I would quite like to dedicate this book to caffeine, actually. Esta and I have been through a lot together now, and the plot for this book has been through some shit, too. Caffeine made it all possible and much more bearable when I scrapped the first draft and started over.

 

Thank you, caffeine.

I love you.
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I swear there’s an actual bloody void inside me. That, and my crossed legs are starting to hurt. There’s a stick under my bum that’s been digging in for around three minutes now. Just a bit longer and I’ll be numb to it, I can feel it. The forest breeze is calming, the few rays of sunshine are nice, I’m sensitive to all other parts of nature I’m normally barely aware of—yadda yadda—but inside me? Where I’m supposed to look and find some kind of elusive resonance? Fucking nothing.

‘Do you feel anything?’ Kate asks, just in front of me.

I bite my lip to stop all my frustrations from pouring out.

‘No,’ I say, a little too harshly. Kate is trying to help me find my magic again. It’s not her fault I’m utterly untalented.

It seems that time I pushed Chiara down the stairs with magic was a one-off… an impossible anomaly of a one-off, at that. One I can’t seem to replicate. Kate wants me to find the source of my magic inside me, but I’m not patient enough for this. I’m not convinced there’s anything to find.

‘Let’s try again in a moment,’ Kate says. ‘Take a break for now.’

I sigh but do as she says. I get up to walk around a little. Kate says it’s important to stretch my legs between attempts, to shake out my limbs. I really don’t think it makes a difference, though, at least not to me finding the unfindable. I’m grateful that she wants to help me do this, but we’ve been trying for the last two days, and I’ve got nothing to show for it. I know what I did, and so does Chiara; she was pissed about it, too, like I should have told her that I have magic before she kidnapped me. Well, joke’s on her, because it was news to me, too, and I can’t do it again. If only she knew how badly I’m failing at this. I’m sure she’d be delighted.

Mischief says hating on her at every opportunity isn’t a healthy coping mechanism, but I don’t care. I think I’m entitled to a little salt… and I’d much rather hate on her hateful ass than on my own ungifted one.

‘How are you feeling today?’ Kate asks as I walk around trying to shake the discomfort out of my legs. ‘Do you still have nightmares?’

‘My lucid dreams are fine.’ No nightmares there since the Dreamcatcher left me alone. ‘My regular dreams, though…’

I don’t want to go there. My lucid dreams have always been a sanctuary, and I need their safety and my dream guide cat’s sass more than ever now, because when I don’t step into my lucid dreams, when I opt for a night of regular sleep, Chiara is there in nightmares that would give the Dreamcatcher a run for his money.

‘I can give you a tea to help you sleep, if you like,’ Kate offers.

I shake my head. ‘I need to work through this on my own, don’t I? That’s the usual advice?’

Kate gives me a sympathetic smile. ‘It’s alright to accept help when you’ve experienced trauma.’

I slowly nod. Trauma. That’s what Chiara left me with. But she’s gone now and won’t hurt me anymore—there’s not even a smidgen of a doubt in my mind that she took Leverett’s threat seriously: If she ever comes near me again, he will kill her.

‘I’m alright, really,’ I say. ‘Helps that I’m not around a bunch of vampires in my everyday life.’ Except for Leverett, and I know he’d never hurt me. ‘I just wish I could control this, you know?’ I vaguely wave my hand at her like that’s where my magic lives. ‘It’s the only thing I did that worked against her.’

I knew when I decided to make a run for it that I could never beat Chiara in a fight. Being a vampire, she’s faster and stronger than me in every way; I knew she would never just let me escape. I tried kicking and screaming and helplessly swiping my hands at her. It probably amused her. But then Mischief did something in my unconscious that let me use magic—real magic I’ve had all along. I panicked, my magic burst out of me and shoved Chiara down her basement stairs, and I ran.

Pretty sure it’s the only real defence against the Veiled I had. And now, it seems, that one defence is gone. It’s not like I’m looking for a fight, and as far as I know, most Veiled aren’t eager to find me just to hurt me, either. Chiara did, though. One angry Veiled I don’t see coming is all it’ll take to kill me—

Unless I can convince my magic to come back. Unless I can learn to call it when I need it so I don’t survive out of sheer luck next time.

‘It’s only been a few days,’ Kate says. ‘It’s normal for Veiled witches to need some time to recover when they’ve used large amounts of magic. Your body and mind weren’t used to it, and you reacted on instinct. Don’t forget, that was only a little under two weeks ago. Give it time, Esta. You’re a good pupil. I have every faith that you’ll be able to use magic again.’

Her words coax a weak smile out of me. ‘Well, I’ll certainly try. Magic can’t just disappear, can it?’

Kate puts on her beautiful patient teacher smile. ‘No, at least not on its own. The fact that you used magic without anyone teaching you proves that it’s a skill you were born with. We have discussed the difference between human witches and Veiled witches. Do you remember it?’

I nod. ‘Human witches use magick, with a k, and it’s stuff anyone can learn. Veiled witches use magic, without the k, and it’s the flashy kind we see on TV. Throwing fireballs around and such.’

Or shoving a concentrated ball of air at angry vampires.

Kate nods. ‘That’s right. Veiled witches don’t simply appear, Esta. No one is born human and suddenly becomes Veiled without the interference of another Veiled, which is never subtle and never without risks. You used magic; therefore, it was always in you and always will be.’

Kate always knows just what to say. My magic hasn’t vanished—I just need to find it again. Last time, Mischief did something to unleash it, but she’s made it clear to me that she mustn’t do it again. Rules were broken, she said. I won’t ask her to break more; if Kate is right, like she always is, I won’t have to. The magic is there.

I just need to figure out where.

Newly fired up, I sit down and cross my legs. ‘Let’s try again.’

I half expect Kate to lecture me about not pushing myself, that I should be taking it easy after Chiara, but instead, she sits before me.

‘Same thing as before,’ Kate says. ‘Close your eyes, and look inward.’

I place my palms flat on the moss to ground myself, then do as she says. It’s difficult to “look inward” when I’m not sure what to look for. When I used magic against Chiara, I wasn’t trying, I was panicking. My magic shot out of my hand without me needing to find it first. Mischief is the one who did all the hard work, but I can’t rely on her to do it again. Not unless I want to get her in trouble, and not unless I want to be able to do this myself whenever I want.

I really do try. I still my mind as much as I can, silently beg the magic to hear me and answer. I recall the feeling of it bursting out of me, how terrified I was in that moment in case that’s the trigger.

But just as before, there’s nothing except silence.

I shake my head. ‘What am I supposed to feel for?’

Kate has explained it before, but I’m getting frustrated. Patience was never my strong suit. I know it’s only been a few short days, but shouldn’t I have made some kind of progress by now? At the very least, shouldn’t I have felt some sign that the magic is still inside me and… and sparkling, or glowing, or whatever it does?

‘Your magic will feel like a concentrated sphere of energy inside you, usually near your centre. If you have an affinity for a specific element, you might sense something related to it, like heat for fire or a refreshing coolness for water. From your description, it sounds like you used air or possibly pure energy. The latter would be rare but not unheard of. Try to find a breeze inside you, or a ball of energy.’

I slowly shake my head again. ‘Nope. Sorry, I think all I feel is caffeine.’ I sigh, place my arms behind me, and lean onto my elbows. ‘Why can’t I do this?’

I suppose I should be grateful that I used magic when I needed it, and I am, but that can’t be all I had in me. Kate said herself that’s not how it works.

‘You’re too hard on yourself,’ she says. ‘You weren’t taught how to cast magic from birth. I know you’re doing everything you can.’ She pauses; I sense a but coming. ‘I admit, however, that I expected you to have felt something, if only a small trace. Don’t let that you haven’t discourage you. I will help you. I’m confident that we can find the source of your magic again.’

I nod, but it’s hard not to be disappointed. We’ve never discussed it, but I imagine she’s taught her share of witches, albeit the human variety. She’s a great teacher; I’m the problem.

Kate slightly cocks her head at me. ‘One more try? We’ll go home after that.’

‘Alright.’ I really want to hug my dog for comfort. Lady and Kate’s dogs, Keano and Bruin, stayed home today, because we thought they might have distracted me last time. It was a fair assumption—I am easily distracted by dogs.

I close my eyes again and focus on nothing in particular. The moss under my hands and ankles. The birdsong around me. Maybe even that is too much distraction, but I don’t know how to ignore it.

‘I have an idea,’ Kate says. ‘Since there’s a chance you used air magic to defend yourself, focus on the breeze. See if that helps.’

That I can do. The wind isn’t strong today, especially shielded by trees as we are, but I’ll never not be able to find the breeze. I take a deep breath in and focus.

I feel the wind on my bare arms. On my feet through my sandals. Feel it gently tousle my hair, brush fine strands out of my face. The breeze caresses my neck, flows down my back. It feels wonderful, but nothing is changing inside me. I don’t suddenly feel a breeze in my core, only gratitude in my heart for the wind’s presence. If nothing else, it softens my continued failure a little.

‘Careful, now,’ Kate whispers. ‘Open your eyes and look.’

I open one eye and peek towards my feet, to where Kate nods.

The grass near my legs is moving. Like a small breeze is sighing through it.

Both my eyes fly wide open. ‘Oh! Am I doing that? Is that me?’

Just like that, the grass settles again, and my heart drops with it.

But Kate says, ‘Yes, I believe you did it. Well done, Esta.’

My heart swells with pride. ‘I didn’t feel any different, though. Does that mean I don’t need to feel the magic inside me first?’

Kate gives me a stern look. ‘No. Although…’ Her expression softens into contemplation. ‘It has given me an idea. I believe my approach may have been incorrect. I wonder… There’s something I would like to try, but I will need a few days to look into it. Don’t get your hopes up, Esta. It’s an idea, nothing more, but I think I might know why my method didn’t work for you; or rather, I have my suspicions.’

I nod, still happy I managed to do anything at all—if it was me and not just the wind around me. Kate’s hunches are usually correct. I’m more than happy to give her all the time she needs.

‘Sure, let me know when you know.’

‘Make sure you rest for a few days, Esta. You’ve been pushing yourself, and you’re still recovering from your ordeal with Chiara. You’re also going back to work soon, correct?’

I frown. ‘Don’t remind me.’

I’m fortunate to work term-time at a university, meaning I get nearly three months off over the summer. And yet, it never feels long enough. Funny how that works. But I’m being unfair; it’s not a bad job, and I get along swimmingly with my manager. Not everyone is so lucky. It may not be the photography career I always wanted, but the Dreamcatcher and the Mara made sure I don’t pursue that. So, my gallery job isn’t perfect, but it pays the bills and no overpowered supernatural beings destroy my sanity over it, so I can’t complain too much. I do have a little over a month left of my summer break, so it’s not like I’m going back next Monday.

‘Promise me, Esta,’ Kate says with the practiced look of a lifelong teacher reminding me to do my homework. ‘You won’t do yourself any favours if you burn out.’

‘I know. I’ll take it easy, I promise.’

And as we walk back home together, I try not to get too excited about whatever plan Kate has thought of.
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Lady, my rottweiler daughter, barely left my side the first two days after Leverett and Kate saved me from Chiara except to eat, and even then she didn’t take her eyes off me. The moment I get home today, she jumps at me like she was scared I wouldn’t come home. I hate that I worried her.

I’m so happy I get to hug her again.

‘It’s alright, baby, I’m home.’ I take her face into my hands and kiss her nose. She licks mine in response.

Bonnie walks through the living room door to greet me. ‘How did it go?’

‘Eh.’ I sigh. ‘Could be worse, I guess, but could be better.’

I follow her into the living room with my dog walking between my feet. I sit on the sofa; Lady jumps up and plants her bum firmly on my lap.

Bonnie sits next to me, but I don’t miss the keys in her hand. ‘Still no sign of that magic you used, huh?’ she asks.

‘None. Well, maybe a little.’ My sister’s eyes widen. ‘Don’t get too excited, it could just have been the wind.’

She huffs and playfully punches my arm. ‘I bet you’re just not giving yourself enough credit. How long does it normally take to learn magic? For a non-Veiled witch, I mean?’

I throw her a look, but I don’t mean it. We’ve been over this before; she knows non-Veiled witches can’t do this magic at all. That I could is something between impossible and a miracle… maybe there are some questions for my parents in there, too. I don’t visit as often as other kids do, and we’re not as close as my mum thinks we are, but I believe Kate. She said before that, if there were Veiled magic in my family, I wouldn’t have found out by accident.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ I finally say, ‘because the magick non-Veiled witches do is different. I don’t know how I did it.’

I began to see the Veiled when I stepped into the void lake in my lucid dreams. A lot of shit has happened since then, much of it unpleasant. That I can use real magic is one of the only genuinely wonderful results; figures that I can’t do it now.

‘I’d love to stay and talk more encouragement at you, but I need to go,’ Bonnie says. ‘My apprenticeship has actually placed me in the field today. I need to leave if I don’t want to be late.’ She gives me an awkward but pleading look. ‘I really don’t want to make a bad impression.’

I wave her away before she’s done talking. ‘Go. Impress your future employers and save the ocean.’

‘Will you be al—’

‘Yes. Does this look like our dog will let me be sad for long?’

Lady whines and shoves her heavy head at mine. Her wagging tail hits Bonnie in the knee.

‘Gods, fine!’ She laughs. ‘But we’ll talk properly tonight, alright?’

I nod. ‘I might know what Kate’s planning by then, too. She seems to have an idea.’

Bonnie looks crestfallen. ‘Damn, now I want to hear all about it.’

I gently nudge Lady. ‘Go, chase her to the car. She’ll lose all her future work prospects if you don’t.’

Lady, being the goodest puppy, ignores my command. Instead, she falls against me and snuggles her head against my shoulder.

‘Fine.’ Bonnie sighs. ‘But we will catch up tonight! Walk the dog, it’ll help.’

Lady’s head shoots up at that.

‘I just might, since you’ve put ideas in her head now,’ I say. ‘What time will you be back? I’ll order pizza.’

‘Wait with that until I’m back,’ she says. ‘I’ve a feeling they’ll make me wade into something. I might smell when I get home, which should be around eight. I don’t know for sure, though. I might be later.’

I really appreciate that we’re all avoiding the topic of Leverett like the plague. Do I want to talk about my feelings? Yes. Absolutely. Does it hurt too much? Also yes. I haven’t been back in his bookshop since he said he needs time to think about us, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t been thinking about him. If he decides loving a human is too painful, I’ll respect it. But if he doesn’t… If he says he wants to be with me… Ugh. It was only ever going to be a matter of time before my brain brought it up. I can just imagine Mischief pawing at me to talk to him already. Which I won’t. 

‘I’ll see you tonight,’ I say to Bonnie. She waves me and Lady goodbye, and I hug my dog, who lets out a very happy huff. ‘How about that walk?’

She’s on her paws and waddling to the door faster than my eyes can follow. If there’s one thing that’ll get her to move, it’s the promise of light outdoor exercise.

So, I attach her leash, she sets the pace, and I silently beg the breeze to give me some sign—any sign—that what happened with Kate wasn’t a fluke.

 

‘Do you have time to talk?’

Lady and I returned from our walk five minutes ago. I’ve sat on the sofa since, staring at Leverett’s text message, because my knees don’t feel strong enough to support me.

The last time we talked, he told me he has feelings for me but isn’t sure if he can put himself through loving a human. I left his shop with mixed emotions. I understand—or as much as I can in my non-vampire position, anyway—what he was battling with, but we’d also kissed that same evening. Since then, I’ve learned that I can be his friend, because that’s better than not being in his life at all. I don’t fall in love easily, but when I do, I fall hard. I felt safe with him so quickly. I felt seen and accepted. Now the emotional connection is there, I can’t stop thinking about him.

Still, I understand his concerns. I haven’t texted him since I last saw him just over a week ago.

Until now.

Or I would text him, if I could get out of my head long enough to formulate a response.

I hope against all reason that he’s decided he can love me after all, that I’ll go over there or he comes over and we’ll be a couple by the end of today. Really, though, I know it’s more likely that he’ll tell me he can’t do it, and I have no right to argue. It can’t be easy, loving someone you’ll not only outlive by several centuries but who’ll also age while you stay young… or young-ish, anyway. Leverett doesn’t drink blood, so he ages, too. He doesn’t look like a twenty-year-old, but he’s not an old man, either. When we first met, I thought of him as being middle-aged, though in reality he’s several hundred years old—419, in fact. He’s four hundred years older than me by almost exactly a decade. I don’t care about any of that. I care that he makes me feel safe.

Bonnie will be gone for at least five hours yet, so if Leverett came over, we’d be alone. That’s if things go well. If they don’t, I guess it doesn’t matter how much longer Bonnie will be out. I’ve already done two disappointed walks from his bookshop—once when the boggart twisted his opinion into definitely not wanting to be with me, and again when he told me he needed time. I’d rather not make it a third walk of shame, or I guess sadness would be more fitting. But if it does go well…

An invisible paw swipes at my face—Mischief’s new way outside my dreamscape of telling me to stop thinking and start doing.

I quickly type, ‘Sure! Shall I come over?’ and then I grab my shoes, because I’m fully expecting him to say yes.

But he doesn’t.

Roughly one minute later, as I’m fiddling with my sandal straps and wondering whether my knee-length yellow dress is too provocative or not sexy enough, Leverett’s shadow appears behind our door’s stained-glass window. I open the door just as his hand is on his way up to knock. For a second, all I can do is stare at him. This can’t be bad news, right? He wouldn’t have rushed over if it were bad news. No one hurries to deliver bad news.

I awkwardly shuffle back out of my one sandal while I wave him into the living room. Leverett doesn’t take his eyes off me as he follows me. His eyes darken when he sees me, like he’s… Like… Damn it, I’m still not sure what it means, but it looks like lust and it’s doing things to me.

‘You wanted to ta—’ I start.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says at the same time. 

I fall silent. My heart falls with my voice. He’s sorry. It’s fine. I can still be his friend. I want him in my life, one way or another.

Leverett clears his throat. ‘I’m sorry I ever needed time to think. The moment you left my shop, I hated myself for letting you walk away when all I wanted was to bend you over my counter.’

My throat goes dry. I mean, I would have preferred that, too.

‘But since I’d already asked for time to think, I decided to take that time to consider the pros and cons of loving a human, to—’ He sighs. ‘And I’ve thought of you every second since you walked away. I care about you, Esta. A lot. I didn’t want either of us to be deluded about what we’re getting into. I can spend your life with you, but I will lose you one day. I will have to bury you, and those years will fly by for me. And it will hurt when you go. But those years will pass just as fast either way, and one day I will lose you either way. It will hurt infinitely worse when that day comes and I regret not having been yours this whole time.’

He stands closer, so close I could easily kiss him if only I tilted my head up just so. But I don’t dare move. Not yet.

Leverett takes my hands into his; I realise how much mine are shaking.

‘Esta. Do you still want me? Because I will not waste another damn second if you’ll have me.’

I kiss him.

He wraps his arms around me. His tongue claims mine like he’s starving and I’m all he needs. I hold on to him with just as much desperation, but he’s so much stronger than I am that he effortlessly guides me backwards until I walk into the table. His growing erection presses against my centre. A breathless moan escapes me. He wants me. He’s mine. After all this—

Supported by the table, I close my legs around him, then let him carry me up the stairs. If he were anyone else, I’d have exactly zero trust in his ability to not drop me, but vampires are strong, and I’ve never felt safer… even when he kicks my door shut behind him and hastily lowers me onto my bed. His erection pressing against my leg makes it impossible to think.

‘Your car isn’t here,’ he whispers against my lips. ‘We’re alone?’

I nod against him, desperate to feel his lips on mine again. ‘For at least five hours.’

A dark smile slowly spreads on his face. ‘Good.’

He gently spreads my legs and slides two fingers into my underwear. Into me.

I gasp. My eyes flutter shut, my mind suddenly blank. The way he strokes me, I can’t—

‘Lev. Inside me. Please.’

I’ve never been so desperate, and I don’t care that I sound it, too. I feel like I’ve wanted him for months. Except for this past week, where I’ve made an effort not to think about him, I’ve thought of little else. Even my dreams have been torturing me. Actually having him here, in my bedroom and between my legs, is too much. I don’t want to fall apart within one minute of him stroking my clit, but I don’t know how to hold on.

Lev chuckles at my torment. I almost cum from the sound alone.

‘Oh no, my beautiful Esta. Not yet. First I want to see you come undone at my hands.’ He leans over me, kisses me, licks my lips, his fingers moving in slow, rhythmic waves, and whispers, ‘Cum for me, Esta.’

My back arches at his command, and a strained gasp escapes me.

His fingers slow down, but he doesn’t stop. His eyes darken further, and in this moment, at least, I don’t doubt what it means.

Once he’s sure that I’ve ridden out my orgasm, he kisses me again, then slides my dress over my head. He throws my underwear into some corner, I don’t care where. I watch his face as he undoes my bra and throws that off the bed, too, mesmerised by the simple fact that we’re here and this is happening. He kisses me again, first my lips, then my neck, then my breasts. I rake my fingers through his hair.

‘You’re even more beautiful when you cum for me than I imagined,’ he says.

A smirk crosses my lips. ‘You’ve imagined us, have you?’

He chuckles again. ‘Oh, yes. Many times.’

I can only guess what a vampire’s imagination is capable of, so I’m just relieved I didn’t let it down.

I let my hands roam over his neck, his chest. Tug at his shirt and run my hand under the fabric. Let my other hand move down his stomach and stroke his erection through his trousers.

I’m much too pleased with myself when his eyes flutter shut and he moans.

‘Esta— I’m not done with you.’

I rub a little harder and love that his head falls back a little, like my touch is bringing out something primal in him.

‘Hmm?’ I tease. ‘You want me to stop?’

‘No. I want your mouth around my cock, but there’ll be time for that later.’

The raw want in his voice nearly undoes me all over again, but he said later. Whatever he wants right now, I will give it.

This time when I tug at his shirt, he vanishes into fog. One second later, he reappears before me, his clothes on the floor under him.

I’ve never seen anyone undress that fast.

‘Wha— I—’

He pulls me forwards on the bed and places his tip at my entrance, my shaking legs around him. My whole body is trembling.

‘Are you sure you’re ready for this?’ But his voice is trembling almost as hard as I am. ‘You won’t get rid of me if I take you, Esta. I will be yours—body, mind, and soul. I need you to be mine, too.’

I remember he said something like that a few weeks ago, at the party—about whether I’m really ready to have an utterly devoted vampire partner. I was ready then, and I’m ready now.

I wiggle forwards a tiny bit so he can feel how wet I am. ‘I’m yours.’

He grips my legs and thrusts into me. I moan. My back arches as I feel him against my inner walls. It’s too much, I can’t— I thought I’d be able to hang on more easily after my first orgasm, but gods, I was wrong. All of this is overwhelming in the best possible way.

‘Did I hurt you?’ he whispers.

‘No,’ I pant out. ‘Harder.’

He growls, and begins to thrust in and out, harder and harder every time he enters me. I’m barely clinging to sanity as is, but then he begins to slow, the bastard, and— Just as I’m about to complain, he slides one finger against my clit. He brings his finger to his mouth and licks it.

Leverett smirks again. ‘Just a taste for now, since you were so desperate to have me inside you.’

Before I can think of something to say—it’s hard, because all logic has left my head—he returns his fingers to my middle and begins to stroke me in time with his thrusts. My need builds fast. I grip the sheets under me and keep pace with him as he steadily fucks me closer to the edge. 

And then, I fall apart under him. I feel him finish inside me at the same time. He growls again as we ride out our joined climax together.

Leverett kisses me once, twice. Again and again. Slowly. Indulgently. I begin to move back a little and pull him onto the bed next to me until Leverett cradles me in his arms.

‘I’m sorry it took me so long to come to my senses,’ he whispers against my lips. He strokes my back with one hand while caressing my face with the other. His nose gently moves against mine. I can’t get enough of him. All this touch, and it’s still not enough. We’ve only just cuddled up together, and I already miss him inside me.

I shake my head. ‘You’re here now. I’m glad you’re sure.’

He kisses me deeper, his tongue stroking mine, and I want to fall into him. ‘I am. And I’m utterly obsessed with you, Esta Anderson.’

I almost laugh. Does he have any idea how much I’ve obsessed over him? Oh, the stories Mischief could tell. Oh, the things my poor dream guide has seen.

‘No more obsessed than I am with you.’

He chuckles. The sound reverberates through my chest and right into my heart. ‘We’ll see about that.’

We stay like that—intertwined with each other and marvelling at the other’s hands on naked skin—until I dose off in Leverett’s arms.
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I open my eyes to the purple leaves of the tree in my dreamscape. I must have fallen asleep in Leverett’s arms—Mischief is going to be insufferable. At least my dreams won’t torture me with naked Leveretts now… or they still might, but the real one will be waiting for me when I wake up, so…

I suppose if anything, my dreams will be a lot more detailed from now on.

‘Hehe. Good evening. Having fun, are you?’

I squint up at the tree. Mischief loafs between two branches in a way that can’t possibly be comfortable. Cats can get comfy in the strangest positions, but she’s not really a cat. She only takes the shape of one because I really wanted a cat when we first met. I know she can shift into other shapes, too; it’s never bothered me. But now that I know she’s Veiled… What kind of Veiled, exactly? Would she still be comfy sitting like this in her natural form, whatever that is? I don’t remember what she looked like when we first met, before she changed into a cat. Perhaps she’s always taken this form with me. I mean, she does know my thoughts; it’s part of her job as dream guide. She probably adopted this form so I’d immediately feel safe with her.

A shiver runs down my back. That… doesn’t sit quite well with me, actually, but what else was she supposed to do? Dream guides gonna dream guide. Whatever that means. I can’t judge her when I barely know the real her or the first thing about her background.

‘Don’t overthink it, Esta,’ she purrs, then licks her paw. ‘In fact, I’d appreciate it if you never thought about it again.’

I sit up and lean against the tree trunk. This purple-leafed tree is probably the oldest thing here except for Mischief, or at least they are the only two things that haven’t really changed. There are plenty of places in my dreamscape that represent my childhood or my memories, but even they have shifted and reformed over time as my perception and knowledge has changed. I don’t remember this tree ever looking any different, though. It’s always been here—black trunk, purple leaves, grounding comfort. Maybe all dreamscapes have a… feature like my tree, some kind of mental focal point that keeps everything centred and stable. This is where I become lucid every time. It’s like an unshakable safe space where nothing bad can happen.

I smirk at her. ‘Got something to hide, do you?’

She stretches and jumps from the branch straight onto my legs. No claws dig in as she lands and inevitably slides off the sides—it’s all soft paws with her by choice, unless she wants to get my attention and decides that only claws will do.

‘Don’t we all.’ She sighs. ‘It’s complicated. I already wasn’t supposed to help you with Chiara the way I did. Don’t ask for more.’

That’s not exactly the same thing as us talking about her true form, but if she can’t talk about it, I won’t push her.

I hug her to me. ‘Thank you again for that.’

When I was trapped in Chiara’s basement and convinced I was going to die, hugging her again was one of the things I wished I could do, so I’ll make up for it now. 

Mischief affectionately headbutts my arm. ‘I would much rather talk about you and Leverett.’

‘Nope!’ I laugh. ‘Not doing that.’ It’s bad enough that Bonnie will ask for all the details. I don’t mind showing off a little, but he’s all mine now, all mine, and those details are too private. I want to keep them that way. Mischief likely already knows more than I’d normally be comfortable sharing through our connection. No need for me to spell any of it out.

She puts a fluffy paw on my arm. ‘I’m just happy for you.’

I hug her again. ‘Thank you. I would much rather talk about what Kate said. Any idea what plan she might have? Or if I actually used magic?’

Mischief huffs. ‘I’m in your head, not hers. I don’t know what she’s thinking. And… Forgive me, Esta. I can’t comment on the magic thing. Besides, there’s nothing to talk about. I sealed it away again, remember?’

That would explain why I’ve been struggling so much, but there’s something in her voice when she said that last bit that makes me wonder.

‘Did you seal it again?’

She paws at my face, like a light slap. Her claws lightly scrape against my face. ‘Of course I did. Please, Esta. I can’t talk about it.’

I sigh, but I’m not angry. Clearly, dream guide politics are complicated. I wish we could discuss it, but her claws on my face got the message across.

‘Alright. Do you think I’m really part Veiled, though?’ I’m just wondering out loud like I’ve always done with her, so that should be safe. This is business as usual for us; it would be stranger if I didn’t ask.

Mischief licks her paw and cleans her head with it like she regrets that she ever let me pet her. ‘How would I know if you don’t?’

I sigh again. ‘Yeah, fair point. It’s just not adding up. I’d know if there was a Veiled in my family, right? Kate said the Veiled are far too proud of their bloodlines to not raise me their way.’

Heh, or maybe they saw how weak my feeble little magic really is and deemed me unworthy of their heritage. Maybe I’d be more shame than joy to the family. I suppose that’s possible.

Mischief gets comfy on my legs and rests her head on my knee. ‘It does sound like it. There must be some other possibility you haven’t considered.’

I make a mental note of that. It very much sounds like she’s trying to nudge me in the right direction; so, she does know something, but she can’t tell me outright.

Mischief gets up again and nestles herself against my chest instead. She tugs in her front paws and closes her eyes. My dream guide kitty is about to fall asleep on me.

I smile. ‘You alright there?’

Mischief has copied many typical cat mannerisms over the years, but she’s never cuddled me like this before.

‘Let me have this, Esta. Just for a moment. Please?’

I still. This isn’t like her. I stroke her head down to her back. She purrs, but there’s something sad about it.

‘Mischief?’

‘Let me have this and I’ll never bug you about Leverett again.’

I nod and close my arms around her. I don’t know why she needs this, but clearly, she does. Maybe it’s because, when Chiara kept me trapped in her basement, Mischief hoped to see me again, too.

I yawn. ‘Alright. You’re safe with me.’

I don’t know why I said that. It felt appropriate somehow, like she needed to hear it.

Hopefully, Kate’s hunch is right, whatever it is. Maybe there’s something in Saif’s impressive home library
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