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      Jasmine

      I don’t know what I’m doing wrong! One more stupid fucking author wrote a damn spell book the same way everyone else does! I slam the book closed, feeling only a little remorse for my action. Even that is quickly wiped away with the anger. Why didn’t a single fucking one of them write books that included the things that everyone was raised with? Didn’t they know witches would come later that would need the knowledge?

      It wouldn’t be so bad if I could go ask someone. But there isn’t a single damn witch available. Nia is on the run with Stephen. Who knows when that will get sorted. The witches won’t be seen with me for their own safety. They started pulling away after Helen died and, well, I can’t even blame them. More of them died because of me. I can’t ask them to risk their lives for my knowledge.

      Fucking Demetris, though. He could at least answer my messages! I still don’t understand why he left. I thought… well; it doesn’t matter what I thought. He wasn’t even going to tell me he was leaving. Whatever.

      I will not spend my time thinking about him when I have bigger problems. The spells I’m trying are more energetic if something isn’t quite right. And mine are firmly in the category of not quite right. I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. I feel like it has to be something small. Most of the spells start with things like using your receiving hand. What the actual fuck is a receiving hand? Because the scenarios in my head aren’t about magic and I feel real certain they are not it. I know that a lot of witches really like sex, but I feel they aren’t basing a dominant hand on that.

      And if it is based on which hand I use to write, I’m left-handed. I know most of the world is right-handed and being left-handed was considered evil. Ugh! Fuck it! I’m going outside and sit in the sun and try to forget that I still can’t reliably do much beyond blowing shit up.
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        * * *

      

      I am still laying on the edge of the porch when Banner walks out of the house. “Rough day?”

      “Very. Nothing works and I can’t find anyone that will answer my questions. Demetris is the only one that wouldn’t be risking his life to talk to me, but he just ignores my messages.”

      Banner walks down the stairs and over to me, where he kneels in the dirt to be eye to eye with me. “I can’t fix that. Shifters don’t do much magic. But I can make you a steak and a cup of tea. Are you interested?”

      The way my stomach leaped at the thought of one of Banner’s steaks. “Yes, I think that might help. Maybe I could get some snuggles and a little making out, too?”

      He grins as he stands. “Yes, you can. But you gotta come in the house. My aunt is watching us from the porch two houses down. It’s just creepy.”

      “Oh, I had no idea. Why is she watching us?”

      I stand and readjust my clothing as he says, “She lives there, and she likes to consider herself the news source of any neighborhood she lives in. I am the crown prince. Living in the neighborhood I live in brings her prestige in her eyes and gives her a direct line to my parents, who love keeping tabs on me and, by extension, you and Leonidas.”

      He takes my hand and we walk inside. Just before I let the door close behind me, I turn and wave at his aunt. She turns away fast, pretending not to see me. Just like the witches.
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        * * *

      

      Demetris

      My reflection in the mirror over the bar only serves to further annoy me. Not only did my prey evade me tonight, I am reminded of the ruin the Ptolemies brought down upon us all when they created the damned Library of Alexandria. Their determination to gather every possible magical text ever created damned us all. Them, to a dark corner of Tartarus, where they spend their time hiding from the visions of destruction that could have happened because of their lust for power. I wasn’t banished to Tartarus, but the god Hades himself cursed me. A curse I go to great lengths to keep hidden from the world, but which I can never keep hidden from myself. Scorch marks down one side of my face, flames licking the edges of the skin. An eye with the light of fire for an iris.

      The scorching and flames run down the entire left side of my body. As if that and the immortality weren’t enough, the library is still my responsibility. I must keep it safe from all those who would use the library’s contents for evils the world should never know are possible.

      My phone pings again. Jasmine. I know it’s her. She has another question about magic. But I can’t, I can’t talk to her. If I talk to her, listen to all her ideas and her arguments against things, let the lure of that mind wrap me around her little finger… I’ll run back to her. Fuck up her happy life with Banner and Leonidas. I can’t do that to her. She deserves happiness after all she’s been through.

      I look down and realize I’ve opened the message. Dominant hand? What? Why would — oh. Shit. Helen never got to finish training her. The witches are scared to be seen around her. She doesn’t have anyone else to ask. My inner alarms go off and I look up at the mirror. Ignoring my face this time, I see the man I’ve been waiting for heading toward a spot down the bar from me. Maybe this night won’t be a total loss after all. I can get rid of one more person searching for the library and distract myself from the idea of running back to save her. To savor her presence. And drive myself insane with longing as I remain nothing more than her mentor in magic.
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      Banner

      The house nearly didn’t let me in today. It’s become more and more sensitive to her moods. Now that I have her inside the house and feeling a little better, the oppressive atmosphere is lifting. I wonder if Leonidas has noticed? Did the house do this with his mom?

      “So what isn’t working?”

      She snuggles into my lap a little harder, making me a little harder as she does. “The spells. I keep trying to figure them out, but there are all these little thigs that they don’t mention. Like which hand is your dominant hand if you are lefthanded? Does it matter really? Or how do I pronounce some of these words? All the authors of these spell books take it for granted that people will know these things, but I didn’t grow up in the community. All the witches are scared to be seen with me, even if Hake is dead. When I try a spell, if I don’t get it right… the results are unpredictable.”

      “Unpredictable?”

      “Might be butterflies. Might be I blow a large hole in the roof. Straight through the protective bubble that I don’t know how to make stronger than it is now. And that’s another thing. I’m sure, increasing or decreasing the strength of something like that is common knowledge for most witches. It would probably be common knowledge for me if Helen had lived.”

      I hug her a little tighter. “And that’s part of the rub about it, isn’t it?” She nods, never lifting her head from my shoulder. “Maybe we need to travel to where other witches are? Witches that won’t be afraid to be seen with you?”

      She sits up and looks me in the eye. “That sounds lovely. But I can’t leave. That would leave just Caden here to guard the library. And, while it is no shade on him, he is more a librarian than a fighter. He is an amazing librarian and I really appreciate him. He is looking right now for the most beginner book possible for witches. Like something that would be used for teaching children. And I still don’t know if it will tell me all I need to know.”

      “We’ll figure something out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Leonidas

      

      I can hear Jasmine and Banner talking in the kitchen as I walk in the house. It is incredibly comforting to hear these really normal sounds. Much better than grab the blood or we need to open this door making the ominous thumping sounds.

      Jasmine is sitting on his lap, so I ruffle his hair and kiss her on the forehead. She loves it when I do that. Once she told me it made her feel safe and loved, I had to do it daily, at least. I want her to always feel that way. Especially now when I have news to share that I know is going to hurt her. “Want a drink?”

      Jasmine nods. “Yes, and the steak I was promised.”

      Banner laughs as he stands, lifting her with him and depositing her in the chair he was just in. “Your wish is my command, but you are going to have to do without cuddles while I get your food.”

      I hate that I am about to ruin her good mood, but it can’t be helped. She has to know. I make her a blooded rum and pineapple juice and myself a whiskey. Grabbing Banner a beer from the fridge, I set his on the counter near him and take hers to her. Sitting next to her, I take a deep breath. “I have news and I wanted you to hear it from me instead of being surprised in public.” I watch her face closely as she sips her drink and waits for me to go on. “Scarlett and Sebastian are back. They shouldn’t be back so soon and I am worried about why they would be back right now.”

      Her face is unreadable as she takes another sip of her drink. “I know.”

      Banner sets his beer down carefully. There is a slight growl in his voice as he asks, “How do you know?”

      Her eyes stay on her drink and the thumb sliding back and forth along the rim as she says, “I saw them in the magic quarter when I was collecting supplies for a spell.”

      Banner sets a plate with a steak on it before her and she cuts the meat into tiny pieces with the fork and knife that were laid across the top of the plate. “When I came out of one of the stores, they were across the street. For just a second, I forgot. Luckily Scarlett shouted ‘abomination’ and I didn’t do anything stupid like smile or wave. Sebastian seemed embarrassed, and he hustled her down the sidewalk.” She sets her knife down next to the fully cut up steak before she continues. “I came home after that. I don’t think I ever tried that spell. Probably better that I didn’t. They haven’t been going really well, anyway.”

      I watch as she eats. Slowly. Her eyes never leave her food. I look over at Banner and he frowns. I don’t like it either. “How are you feeling about this?”

      She sighs and shrugs. “Like I wish she didn’t still think of me as an abomination.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasmine

      This spell shouldn’t be so difficult. I’ve been working on it for two weeks now, trying different things. Nothing is working. It probably doesn’t help that I’ve seen Scarlett twice more, though I haven’t mentioned it to Leonidas or Banner. I have a feeling that they would want to do something about her shouting abomination at me every time she sees me.

      I know it is because she is scared. She has been scared since the spiders. Maybe before that. To be fair, the spiders were fucking scary. A lot was going on then and we were still pretty new to each other. Not that fear is a good excuse for her behavior. It’s not like I’m searching for her and making her endure my company.

      I wish Helen were here. Damn Hake anyway for killing her. And for being such a shit! Mikael too! And Demetris for not answering my damn messages! Honestly, I can’t really blame them for steering clear of me. I know I am just trouble. Probably everyone should stay away from me. I can’t take the spiral of my thoughts anymore, so I run outside, using magic to leave my clothes on the porch while I leap off it, shifting midair to be a wolf when I land.

      I run, pushing my body as hard as I can. The wind in my fur and the burn in my muscles finally stopping the painful loop of my brain. The scent of pines and the small lake I found are soothing me a little more. My wolf side wants a swim, so I indulge it. One of us should be happy.

      When I finally come out of the water, my body feels better for all the movement and my mind feels less stuck on the bullshit. Trotting back toward the house, I do what I can to stay focused on the sights and sounds of the forest. It helps, though the small animals tempt the wilder side of me toward more violent releases of pent up energy.

      As I come out of the woods, I see a man coming around the side of my house into the backyard. I start to growl, but then I recognize him, Demetris! He’s here! I bark with joy and race toward him.
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        * * *

      

      Demetris

      I round the corner to the back of the house and get just a few steps in before I hear the growl. Freezing, my eyes are the only things that move, until I realize the wolf is Jasmine. She barks and runs at me. I brace myself as best I can, but short of going bear, there is only one way this is going.

      She hits me at half speed, which isn’t slow or anything, and I hit the ground hard with a near two hundred pound wolf landing on me. The air is knocked right out of my lungs as she licks my face and lets out little barks of joy.

      I hear Leonidas ask in the dryest of voices, “Jasmine, why are you standing on Demetris and licking his face? I think he maybe wants to stay attached to breathing.”

      She leaps off of me, her paws using me as a springboard, eliciting a groan as I regain the ability to breathe. Immortal, not immune to pain, unfortunately. My eyes are drawn to her as she shifts next to the porch and stands there gloriously naked while she collects her clothing to put back on.

      I realize Leonidas is watching me. One brow lifted and a shit-eating grin on his face. Ugh. I let my head drop, and of course there is a rock there. Where else would it be? Taking a full breath to get my lungs back in their original shape, I struggle to my feet. Once I am back on my feet, I make my way over to where Jasmine is telling Leonidas, “I was really happy to see him. I didn’t think about the fact that I was in wolf mode. Well, not until it was too late, anyway. And then I just figured I might as well go with it. Don’t you see? I can finally get my questions answered!”

      She turns to look at me as I draw even with her. Grabbing my hand, she says, “Now you can start answering my questions.”

      She hasn’t finished her sentence when she is dragging me past Leonidas and into the house. She drops my hand to grab books out of a basket set off to the side. Setting them on the table, she opens one, flipping through pages at a high speed.

      She turns to look at me while pointing at a spot on a page, “Tell me how I would do this.”
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      Jasmine

      He looks at me like I might be a little crazed and, well, I can’t blame him. I tackled him, licked his face, and then dragged him into my house to answer questions. I suppose if he thinks I am crazed, I can’t blame him. But I don’t care what he thinks about me much, so long as he helps me figure these spells out.

      He walks over and looks at the page I am pointing at. I watch him read through the spell. He does some slight movements with his hands as he reads. More than one of the movements is unfamiliar to me, though a couple of them I recognize from what Helen was teaching me.

      He finishes and straightens, “Without saying any of the words, show me how you would go through this spell.” I assume the stance I know, and he stops me. “No, not like that. That one is for spells involving water. You need the one for air or fire.”

      “Well, I don’t know the ones for air or fire. This is why I need help. How do I do those and, more importantly, how do I know when to use them?”
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        * * *

      

      Leonidas

      Watching Jasmine get all of her questions answered right now is fantastic. I hope Demetris plans to be here for the rest of the night. If I know my girl, she isn’t resting until she gets every question she has had so far answered.
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