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      Charlotte

      

      Want to ruin your spring? Oh, good. I’ll tell you how.

      First, attempt to summon your mom, who abandoned you as a kid in order to gain great power from a high demon from the Sinistral world.

      Second, succeed! And get hit with a magical attack that makes you feel freezing cold all the time and can take months to fully recover from.

      Third, have the dean of your magical college seal your magic and tell you not to come back, for your own safety.

      And fourth…have three boyfriends, plus a weird semi-fourth who acts like he doesn’t care when you know he actually does. While you’re stuck at home with your dad trying to hide your complicated romantic life from him.

      I was missing the end of my freshman year at Merlin College and I didn’t know if I’d ever be allowed to return. Master Blair told me to go to the University of Georgia. But once you’ve summoned a demon, you don’t just go schlep around a normal campus studying Shakespeare or women’s studies or whatever it was I had planned to learn. That was a different Charlotte.

      Of course, I always had Firian at my side now. My familiar, once kept secret from me, was now welcome any time and spent days in human form playing video games or watching movies with me, and spent the night in his fox form curled up next to me in bed. Dad had no idea we were also…involved with each other. Familiars and witches weren’t supposed to hook up. But his loyalty, his teases, his mysterious golden eyes and soft tawny hair, his long-legged grace…well, he was good eye candy when I was stuck in bed a lot of the time, and he was also my best friend.

      On weekends, Montague and Alec drove down from school to visit me, and that was when things got really tricky.

      I couldn’t help but get excited when I saw them. For one thing, I was stir crazy anyway. I mean, even I had my Netflix limit. But the warlocks were even more intriguing when removed from their natural habitat.

      Merlin College was the most elite warlock university in the US of A, so if you liked boys who already seemed like men, who acted like gentlemen, and never dressed down, you were in the right place. And I did. They were still pretty normal guys when you got down to it, but the trappings were delicious.

      Okay, maybe they weren’t even that normal.

      Montague Xarra had been turned into a vampire the summer before. Now he was immortal and extra enticing thanks to that vampire allure. His family didn’t have that much money, but they were an old Spanish magical family from St. Augustine, Florida, which I had always thought of as a place for grandparents to take cheesy historical trolley tours, but apparently had a secret side. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome, and was even sexier when he was anywhere on the five o’clock shadow to beard spectrum. He could have eaten the boys I liked in high school for breakfast.

      Literally. That part was, admittedly, a little awkward. My dad was starting to wonder why he never ate any of our food.

      But Montague’s sexiness was superseded by Alec Lyrman, whose mother was a succubus. Which made him an incubus. Half-demon. Maybe even more tall, dark, and handsome. His eyes were tinged with red, his skin was golden brown with tattoos I was still discovering, and he was so—ahem—potent, that he had been enchanted so he could only make skin-to-skin contact with me for about three seconds, which hadn’t stopped him from occasionally invading my dreams and finding creative ways to entice me.

      Incubi were, apparently, all “the more the merrier” with their partners, and I think Montague liked having Alec around to keep him in line so I didn’t become the wrong kind of prey. They had been friends since they were kids, and both tolerated Firian, who was my familiar and so wasn’t going anywhere.

      So yeah. Three boyfriends. And I was wildly attracted to all of them, but I had to keep Dad from figuring that out. This was not a thing you tell your dad. Especially your human dad.

      But probably, any dad.

      As if that wasn’t enough, there was Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu.

      I mean, I just called him Harris, but when he sent me a “get well” card that was actually the name on the return address. Harris was a total A-lister among young warlocks. He had royal lineage, riches, had apparently saved my life with a pinch of dust from a unicorn horn from the Hapsburg family treasure, had bought Montague a car just so the guys could still visit me, and…he never showed up himself.

      He had never acted like anything less than an entitled asshole, so I don’t know why, every single time the car appeared on the weekend, I went to the window to see if Harris would appear, and when he never did, I felt like Christmas had come and I got everything on my list except one crucial thing.

      But…it probably had something to do with Daisy.

      

      I never checked Facebook. Most of my friends from school didn’t use it much. Dad, on the other hand, used it a lot. When I tried, I learned more than I ever wanted to know about the political beliefs of our next-door neighbor, my 8th grade English teacher, and Jan down at the market. When I saw Ms. Simon tell Jan she was “drinking the Koolaid” and the whole town tossing gun statistics at each other under a post that started with, “Got my flu shot!” I decided this was not a thing I wanted in on.

      But now I was stuck wrapped up in an electric blanket in bed or on my couch for months on end, and I couldn’t even visit my old friends, so at some point I started clicking around on old social media accounts.

      Which was when I found a friend request and messages from Daisy sent around the time of my departure from Merlin College.

      

      Hey giiiirl. I just got on Facebook and I was like, who else would be on Facebook when witches hate computers? You, right? If this is THE Charlotte Byrne, you should hit me up sometime. Harris told me what happened. I hope you feel better. But I know you’ll figure out a way to get your mom back, cause summoning demons when you’re still in college IS BOSS AF.

      

      Hey girl you know how to buy stuff on Ebay?

      

      I hope you’re okay. I guess you’re not on Facebook much. Maybe I’ll write you a letter. I enjoyed hanging out at the ball. If you ever come to Chicago let me know and I will show you what a good witch party is like. Going to the Cardamom Club tonight. Me & my fam Cash pre-partying~ <3

      

      She finished all of this off with a picture of her wearing a tiara holding a big black and white cat who was also wearing a tiara.

      “Firian? How should I answer this?”

      He glanced. “‘Hey girl. Of course I know how to buy stuff on Ebay. I just bought my ‘fam’ a body pillow of a naked elf girl.’”

      “Is that what you want for your birthday, Firian?”

      “It gets lonely down there at the foot of your bed.”

      I shoved his face away from my laptop and tried to say something. I felt awkward. She was Harris’ fiancee. She was a gorgeous witch who lived in a big city with lots of friends, and clubs, and parties. “Why is she bragging to me about going to parties?”

      “Maybe she’s lonely.”

      “No way. Look at her.”

      “She isn’t my type,” he said, slinking back onto the bed, and staring at my right side with a fixed golden gaze. Sometimes he seemed particularly foxy. “I think she is enthralled by you.”

      “Me?” I scoffed. “No one has ever been enthralled with me.”

      “Challenge accepted,” he said, giving me a soft kiss on the shoulder. He continued, “Look at these messages. First, a very admiring greeting. Last, concern for your welfare and inviting you to her house. But it’s the middle one that seals it. She’s intrigued by your human lifestyle. Witches are exotic to you, but to witches, Ebay is exotic. Anyway, you underestimate how intriguing you can be. You showed up at that party making a hell of a statement in a punk pink dress holding your familiar’s hand. You must seem like the ultimate rebel.”

      “I sound pretty cool when you put it that way. But still, Harris…and Daisy…”

      “Harris has been avoiding you,” Firian said. “As he should. You’re busy enough. So I don’t see any conflict of interest.”

      I wouldn’t mind having a female friend in the magical world, that was for sure. Especially since I was feeling so lonely myself, just stuck under my blanket waiting for weekends. I started writing back, betraying a shiver while my arms were out from under the blanket.

      Firian was way too alert. “Charlotte, you’re getting cold. I thought you were starting to pull out of this.”

      “I am! I’m fine!”

      “But the healer said if you shivered you need to get under the blanket.”

      I yanked the blanket over my head and finished typing in a blanket fort, although that made it worse because less of my skin was in contact with the blanket.

      I never got sick. I was usually fairly active, too. This whole situation was the worst. I tried not to think about the fact that my mom had caused it. Then I would start fretting over every word she said, and how scary she looked, and whether there was any hope of saving her. I had a running list of ideas, things I could have done differently, that went something like this:

      

      Need to summon spirit of cousin Samuel.

      Need to find grandparents in Australia. They must have gone so far away to protect us, but now we need to talk. Good thing it’s so easy for me to get to Australia, ha ha ha.

      Need to find cousin Ina. The one Mom saved from death by joining up with the Withered Lord. Ina better be friggin’ awesome.

      Mom used to do yoga with me when I was little. Show her yoga tape? BOND OVER MAGICAL VHS TAPE AND RETURN HER TO NORMAL.

      Study more demon stuff. Win her back in battle. Defeat the Withered Lord? Is that possible?

      

      I mean, mostly it was just a list of leads and stupid ideas and impossibilities. I was pretty sure there was no way any ordinary witch could defeat a high demon. I was definitely sure I couldn’t save anyone with a 90s yoga video. But I had to at least think about these things.

      It was hard to know what to say to Daisy, though.

      

      Hi! Sorry this reply is late. I was avoiding Facebook. I can help you with Ebay any time. I’m doing pretty good, considering my mom is apparently a servant of a high demon and wanted to bring me along for the ride. Just another day in the witching world huh!? Harris probably told you I got this chill sickness thing but I’m improving.

      

      “You are indeed. But you still need a little help,” Firian said, reading over my shoulder.

      “Rude!” I said.

      “Am I?” I hastily sent the message as Firian climbed under the blanket with me and put his arms around me. “Is this rude?” He licked my cheek with a surprisingly seductive, velvet tongue.

      I giggled, our faces lit by the glow of the monitor. I shut the computer and rediscovered his face in the shadows, with my fingertips. He kissed them, then he kissed me, and then I let him tumble on top of me. His warm skin heated mine, and I almost felt back to normal when we were close like this, his legs straddling mine, his hands finding my arms and sliding his thumbs down them, a massage that ended in him pinning me to my pillows.

      “Mm…” I kept thinking I should stop him. Our relationship was already taboo.

      But being close to Firian, I felt happy. Safe. Excited and eager for more. What could be so bad about that? Dad always told me to follow my gut. The witching world had so many rules, but Master Blair told me he brought me to Merlin College to break a few rules.

      Firian unbuttoned my pajama top and ran a hand over my breast, and then the curve of my hip. “You must be ready for more,” he said. “Because I am.”

      “My door isn’t locked,” I said. “And, on a larger level, I don’t have any condoms.”

      “I‘m not sure I can actually get you pregnant,” he said. “Just in case, I could go to the drug store.”

      “What if the drug store girl says something to Dad!?”

      “If you’re not ready…,” he said. “You just…feel ready to me. You smell ready.”

      “I…don’t know.” But Firian usually knew me better than I knew myself. That was kind of his deal. So I sensed he was right, but at the same time, I wondered how to handle that with Montague and Alec.

      “You’re not thinking of them, are you?” he asked.

      Firian was more possessive than Montague and Alec. He was my familiar, so protecting me was his sole mission in life. It was no wonder that if you got romantically involved with your familiar, they got intense.

      My cell phone rang. I threw my head out of the covers and grabbed it off the nightstand.

      “Pendleton, Ermengarde?” I read off the caller ID in confusion, but I already had a feeling.

      I didn’t know Daisy’s last name but that sure sounded like a witch.
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      Charlotte

      

      “Hey. It’s Daisy! We should talk.”

      “Okay. Uh, sure, let’s talk,” I said, buttoning my top back up.

      “You finally wrote back,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you forever. So…your mom is under the thrall of a demon. When Harris told me that I was like, what.”

      I was briefly silent. I forgot that Daisy was not always that sensitive. I was not usually that sensitive either, but this was the topic where I froze. “Yes. She left when I was a baby.”

      “What demon?” Daisy asked.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Because!” Daisy sounded a little frantic.

      “Well, how do I know if I can trust you? I’m still figuring out what’s going on. I was also removed from Merlin College, as I’m sure you know, so what does it matter?”

      Daisy whistled. “Damn, girl’s questioning whether she can trust me.”

      “Are you talking to someone?”

      “Nah, not really.” She paused. “Cash is here, I guess. He doesn’t count.”

      “Cash is a boy,” Firian said with a chuckle. “And he doesn’t count. See what most of us have to deal with?”

      “Me and Cash are nothing like you and Robin Hood over there,” Daisy said. I’m not sure what she meant by that, but it was probably true. “Look, you can trust me. My parents were killed by a demon.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Harris never told me anything about you.”

      She sighed. “Well, good, actually, because that’s not his business to tell. Plus, Harris doesn’t know anything about me.”

      Yeah, they were a great couple.

      “Do you know what demon killed your parents?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You could tell me first,” I said, rolling my eyes at Firian, since he could obviously hear her. Daisy was not any easier to deal with than Harris. She was friendlier but I got this feeling like she could turn on you fast, so I wasn’t going to let her dominate the conversation. I’ve been to a public junior high. I know bitches.

      “The With—” She stopped the second I breathed a little bit. “It’s the same demon, isn’t it?”

      “The Withered Lord?”

      She was quiet for a minute. “Yeah. So like maybe we should team up or whatever. He’s a really bad demon.”

      “Clearly…”

      Firian shook his head. I’m sure he could sense the same thing I sensed. Daisy was going to be a handful on multiple levels, from my romantic tension with Harris to her own personality.

      “Daisy, you know they sealed my magic. There’s nothing I can even do unless I convince Master Blair to let me back in. And he’s definitely not going to let me deal with the Withered Lord. Even if we team up…we’re just kids.”

      “Charlotte,” Daisy said, in a soft but deadly serious voice. “Do you think I mean tomorrow? This is a lifelong quest. I already know that my purpose in life is to defeat this demon and avenge my parents. If you feel the same, then we might as well join forces. And yes, of course the elders are going to try and stop us—if they know about it.”

      “I am determined to save my mom,” I said. “If you mean to be patient too, then sure. We can join forces. I’m just warning you that right now I don’t have any force to give.”

      “That’s fine,” Daisy said. “Cool. Okay. So you know how to buy things on Ebay? I’m looking at this Versace jumpsuit and it’s a steal. It’s from two years ago but you know what, I still like it, so who gives a fuck, right?”

      “Yeah, you be you,” I said dryly.

      “You tell me how to buy it, kay? Um…let’s see…like if I add it to my cart…I think I put the link in the chat. Cute, right?”

      It was not something I could ever aspire to, a black belted garment modeled by someone on a runway, but I could see a sexy witch rocking it. “That is cute!”

      “How do I send it to you?”

      “I have it here in the Facebook chat.”

      “No, I mean, I’ll send you one too for helping me.”

      “Oh.” I laughed. “No. I’m not…Versace jumpsuit material. Plus there’s only one for sale.”

      “Nah, you would be so cute in this. I’m sending it to you just because you need to know that you are Versace jumpsuit material.”

      “I’m practically bedridden! And really. How do you pee in this?”

      She laughed her weird rich girl ‘hm hm hm!” laugh. “I’m serious. You wear it and if you hate it, send it to me. If you don’t know how to take off a jumpsuit ask Robin Hood to do it for you.”

      Eventually I got her off the phone and looked at Firian with some embarrassment.

      “Sounds like someone has a new friend and demon fighting partner,” he said, with arched brows. “And a jumpsuit with a plunging neckline, so…we all win.”

      “Shut up,” I said. “But…you know…I have this feeling she might actually be pretty good at battling demons.”
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      Charlotte

      

      By the time summer rolled around, I was starting to feel a little better. I was still wearing sweaters in June, but at least my own body heat was working. The school year was over, and I had to face the crushing realization that Montague and Alec were heading back home for the summer so they wouldn’t be driving down to see me.

      At least I made it through the spring without Dad realizing that they were more than friends.

      But my fate at Merlin College was still in total limbo. I kept trying to get ahold of Master Blair and plead my case to return, but he held firm.

      “Charlotte, I have to do what’s best for you and your father,” he said.

      “Can I at least come to the library or something? Can you help me find where my grandparents live now?”

      “They’ve been out of your life for a reason. It’s to protect you,” he said. “I’m going to try and figure this out, but I want you to stay safe.”

      “You can’t just kick me out of the magical world! Can I attend Morgaine College, then?”

      “No,” he said. “You hardly know any magic. This was a mistake on my part to throw you into this world unprepared. You came to Merlin because of my nefarious plan and now I need to think of a new and less nefarious plan.”

      “But I’ve been studying all spring even when I wasn’t in school!”

      “Did your friends bring you books from the library?” he said. “They shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Master Blair, come on.”

      “You’ve taught me an important lesson,” Master Blair said. “Young people really are too impulsive. I should have listened to my mother more often. Have a good afternoon.”

      “Oh, come on!” I cried as he hung up.

      “I think you need to work on your argumentative skills,” Firian said. “Besides saying ‘come on’.”

      “I need to bargain with him,” I said. “I need some leverage. You know how Mr. McGuinness said all that stuff about bargaining with spirits? Well, it’s true for everyone, right? Maybe I could approach some witch colleges on my own and get a competing offer.”

      “That isn’t a bad idea. You don’t really want to go to a witch college, do you? You want to be with your warlock sidepieces,” he said, with a faint, teasing smile.

      I snorted. “Yes, Firian, that’s why the idea is to get a witch college to want me so that Ignatius Blair will consider that he was grooming me to be the voice of his rebellion and maybe he doesn’t want me to go to another school. So where are the witch colleges?”

      “We probably should have done this earlier,” Firian said unhelpfully.

      

      “I have just the idea,” Montague told me later.

      We were sitting on the back deck of my house, one of the last times I would see Montague and Alec before they went home for the summer. I was already going insane with wanting to kiss them, touch them, sit on their laps or basically do anything except sit here in my two layers of sweaters at a chaste distance. Dad was at the grill just below the deck, just Daddin’ it up, flipping chicken quarters over and occasionally waving to us and saying, “Okay, I’m getting it going!” “Fifteen minutes! Firian, can you put out the sides?” “Almost done!” “It’s done!” “Wait, never mind, guys. Back to your seats. It’s still pink in the middle.”

      It was hard to have a serious conversation, but we had managed it somehow.

      “You have an idea? Oh, thank god.”

      “You could come with me to St. Augustine,” he said. “It’s the home of the Southern Ladies’ Finishing College of Magic. Mrs. Tyler is the headmistress and she lives there even during the summer.”

      “Well, I do declare,” I said, with a hint of sarcasm. “What the hell is a ‘finishing’ college?”

      “Probably exactly what you think it is,” he said.

      “Isn’t that school for bad girls?” Alec asked.

      “Who is a bad girl, if not our Charlotte?” Montague replied. “But the idea is just to get a competing offer, right? That will drive Master Blair nuts, to think of her going there.”

      “How do I convince Dad? And what about your family, Montague?”

      “You are always welcome at the Xarra house,” he said. “You don’t think he would let you go? He lets you sleep with Firian.”

      “He doesn’t realize Firian counts. And Firian stays in fox form at night. As you know.” I squirmed as we edged closer to the question of who got to be my first, and when? I needed to figure it out. I would be turning twenty this year and I wanted all of them. Staying a virgin was starting to seem…overdue. It couldn’t be Alec because he still couldn’t touch me. Montague had implied he could lose control. But then if I only had sex with Firian, I feared it would ruin our careful balance.

      I’m sure Firian would disagree…

      “He wants you to be happy as much as anyone,” Montague said. “Why don’t you just tell him honestly that you want to attend a witch college? That Firian can come with you and my family will welcome you, and you’ll be as safe as you would be anywhere?”

      “Okay,” Alec said. “I’m in.”

      Montague glanced at him. “Did I invite you?”

      “I have to be in. Otherwise this summer is torture. You three are going to be boating, at the beach, grilling. Dad will probably enlist me to make lust potions all summer.”

      “Is your dad a potion maker, Alec?” Alec was fairly quiet, so there was a lot I didn’t know about him, but it seemed like he had a very low-key life. The only secret those sexy red-tinged eyes and perfect forearms were hiding was just what naughty things was he thinking about doing to me? I knew that incubi were thinking about sex all the time. He must be so tortured. Poor guy, I thought, without much sympathy at all. I had a lot of fantasies about Alec being tortured.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You must be really good at lust potions,” I said.

      He nodded, glancing me over like I was wearing a bikini, despite how bundled up I was. My eyes roamed shamelessly over the way his shirt was strained by his powerful shoulders to his equally toned legs, clad in shorts.

      “So it’s decided,” Montague said, and I had to break the news to Dad, because lets face it, he couldn’t really stop me.
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      Charlotte

      

      She had no idea what she was getting into.

      That would be written on my tombstone, at this point.

      My sweet summer break in Florida kicked off after the 4th of July so the guys had a little time with their families first and I reached the point where I only had to wear one sweater. Montague and Alec picked me up in Montague’s bargain basement green Kia SUV. Harris had bought him this car with cash after the warlock council confiscated his old car as punishment for becoming a vampire. Montague’s utter disdain for the car was so obvious that I was sure Harris did this on purpose. He surely could have found something his friend hated slightly less.

      Still, Montague looked good behind the wheel of anything. Or not behind the wheel. Anywhere, really. He was wearing a Panama hat—vampires needed sun protection—a navy jacket, a cotton shirt with thin blue stripes, and red pants with short black boots. I felt like he had a sort of “Hamptons chic” look that only a vampire could pull off in the summer. Because we were in the south, not the Hamptons. Alec was sweating in a black tee and flip-flops. Even in the mountains it was a solid ninety degrees. As we were talking in the front yard, he lifted the corner of his shirt to wipe off his face and Dad looked like it had just hit him that he was sending his daughter off to a summer of beaches, boats, and warlocks with washboard abs.

      “Be good, sweetie. Be careful,” he said. “And responsible. I know you are…an adult. Remember all the things I’ve ever told you, and all the things…any authority figure has ever told you.”

      “Oh, Dad.”

      I knew he was resisting the urge to freak out when he called me ‘sweetie’. And he still had no idea Montague was a vampire and Alec was an incubus.

      Should I feel guilty for withholding information?

      Nah.

      I had never been so excited for summer.

      “You can ride shotgun,” Alec said, opening the door for me.

      “Sweet. Bye, Dad! I’ll call as often as I can!”

      “Take good care of her,” Dad said, giving Montague his best attempt at a stare down.

      “I assure you we will, Mr. Byrne,” Montague said. He rolled up the window and gave me a hooded look. “Oh, we will.”

      “I damn sure will,” Alec said. “I still can’t touch her, so don’t get too excited. I’m going to keep you in line, Monty.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Ahem,” Firian said.

      I looked at them all with some alarm. Alec was lounging in the back seat trying to fan the air conditioning to his face. Firian was trying to figure out where to put his long legs without knee bumping Alec. A manspreading battle seemed imminent. My brain glazed, overwhelmed with the thought of being alone with the three of them so much.

      “So…let me just clear the air,” I said. “You have all made no secret of the fact that you want to do more than kiss me. It’s very flattering. And I, too, would like to do more than kiss you,” I said, trying to awkwardly set some boundaries.

      “Damnit, why do the people who don’t need to be cold get the best vents?” Alec said.

      “You have some back there, don’t you?” Montague asked. “I don’t even know. Piece of shit.”

      “Don’t anger the machine spirit,” Firian said.

      “I mean Harris! What a troll. He knows I like to go fast.”

      “Guys, I’m trying to have an important conversation!”

      “It sounded to me like we’re all on the same page,” Montague said, shooting me a quick grin before he wrestled the steering wheel down the twisting mountain road I lived on. Not that this was hard for him, what with vampire strength and all, but it still took some concentration.

      “I just don’t want to do anything that will make you get mad at each other.”

      “Montague and I agreed,” Alec said. “He’ll do things to you, and I get to watch—”

      Firian growled like he’d forgotten he was human.

      “Hey,” Alec said, lifting a hand. “So, we talked about all this on the way. St. Augustine is an especially tough city for a familiar, and we know Firian is your best and most loyal companion who knows you better than anyone, so we both agree that whenever you’re ready, he should be your first.”

      “It’s Charlotte’s decision,” Firian said, but he was suddenly giving me this look like he wanted to pull over.

      He already knew what I wanted.

      “St. Augustine is very romantic,” Montague said. “It’s a good place to make a night special.”

      “I…want to,” I said. “I just don’t know how to decide when.”

      “I could surprise you,” Firian said. “If you trust me.”

      My skin flamed. “I do.”

      “There. All settled,” Alec said.

      “You guys are okay with this too?” I asked.

      “Not really but I’ll deal with it.” Montague said.

      “I’ve been working on him since he picked me up from the airport,” Alec said.

      Montague brushed my knee on the way to grab a map. “Now that that’s out of the way…you want to navigate? I can’t remember how we got here.”

      “No GPS?”

      “We’re trying to keep it as low-tech as we can.”

      “Uhhh…maps. Okay. Wow.” I unfolded the paper. “Where are we?”

      “Don’t you live here?” Montague asked.

      “Um…yes. But we have a GPS.”

      “Kids these days,” Alec said.

      “We’re in Georgia,” Montague said unhelpfully, brushing my knee again before he went back to the steering wheel. I shivered from head to toe. Of course, part of that was probably the air conditioning.

      

      I had never been to St. Augustine, but I knew the town on the northeastern Florida coast touted itself as “The Oldest City in America”, and it had a 17th century fort and some old houses, and a lot of tourist trap stuff. When my grandpa was still alive, my grandparents loved going there when they weren’t going to Savannah. A bridge crossed the intracoastal waterway to Anastasia Island where Montague said there were some nice beaches.

      “We might not be rich,” he said, “but we do have a house right in the old city, and I can take us out on my uncle’s boat.”

      I was already full of dreams of sea-scented air, grilled seafood and doing absolutely nothing except frolicking, reading, and basking in the attention of three hot guys.

      As we drove into the city, tourist buses made up to look like old timey trolleys came by, the parking was packed, people clogged the sidewalks, and there were shops selling t-shirts and taffy and junk. The streets were lined with old houses with overhanging balconies, and one of the main roads faced the water and the island, where a black-and-white striped lighthouse stood sentry in the distance. The architecture had this distinctly old Spanish feel, which had some romantic potential, but it was super busy and fairly tacky.

      Montague parked at the visitor center.

      “We’ll leave this here,” he said.  “Xavier will park it at the outpost later.” He left the keys on the seat and waved his hand over the handle, whispering a spell.

      “What is the outpost?”

      “Where all the magical folk keep their cars,” he said. “No cars allowed in my town.”

      I could see that the main street of the town was blocked off, through the old stone gates. They were big square pillars made of a grayish, porous stone, with little old guard stations, their barred doors obviously made for smaller humans.

      “You live on this main street?” I asked. “Over a t-shirt shop? Or a shop that sells hot sauce?”

      “Ha ha. Wait and see.” He took my hand as he led the way to the gates.

      Firian looked at his arms, which had broken into goosebumps. “The magic here is so strong.”

      “Oh my god. Is this a King’s Cross situation?” I asked. “Are we going to Platform 9 3/4?”

      “Damnit, I wanted to surprise you. Books ruin everything,” Montague said. “Yes. Shut your eyes. Firian, you feel the rift?”

      “I see it,” Firian said. “The gates.”

      “Do I have to shut my eyes?”

      “It’s a good idea until you get your magic back,” Montague said. “There’s a trick to it. Wait until those people go through.” He looked around, apparently waiting for the right moment when all the humans had shifted their attention away from us.

      Firian took my other hand, and I shut my eyes, walking along between them toward the old gates. On the fifth step I felt something shift and all the sounds of people and cars seemed to fade away behind me and the sound of them warped before disappearing. The air got a little cooler and scented more strongly of flowers.

      “You can look,” Montague said, with pride.

      It was like I had traveled in time. The cars were gone, every single one. I even spun around behind me and saw nothing but some Victorian houses. Instead of engines and the speakers of the tourist buses, all the people on the streets were dressed in a timeless way. A girl with her hair in a long black braid, wearing a linen dress and shoes fastened with buckles walked by with a basket of small glass bottles. She looked at us a little nervously.

      A horse-drawn carriage was coming up the path with cages of chickens in the back. The old man in the back tipped a battered hat to Montague. “Afternoon, Monty. The sun treating you all right?”

      “Fine,” Montague said.

      “What is happening?” I screeched. “What is this place?”

      “It’s a parallel,” he said. “One of the very few in America. We’re in the fabric between the mortal world and Etherium. Most witches and warlocks used to live in towns like these, but fewer exist now. Electricity barely works here. But stay in the gates. The city is shrinking and it’s getting easier to fall back into the mortal world all the time. If you go out the gates you’ll make it about as far as Castle Warden before you fall out.” He pointed at a big gray castle-styled building that I’m pretty sure was the Ripley’s Believe it or Not museum in the real world, but here looked like a private residence.

      “A parallel…” I was in total awe. “How does it work? Some of the houses look different.” I saw that the city gates did now attach to actual walls that framed the city and reached to the fort that overlooked the water.

      “Witches and warlocks used to be able to find rifts that connect to Etherium everywhere,” Firian said. “But when humans stopped believing in magic, the connections started sealing up. The worlds drifted apart. It happened gradually, from the eighteenth century onward.”

      “Yes. We still maintain a parallel here because this town is so unusually old and strange compared to its surroundings, and tourists come expecting to see ghosts and weird things,” Montague said. “There is enough belief that magic is still real here to keep it going. We have four Ethereals guarding the town who take a human bride. Her love of the Ethereals helps keep the gates open and Sinistrals out. It’s all somewhat precarious. Sometimes it’s like the air warps and you see some humans and they think you’re a ghost because we’re occupying the same space.”

      “That’s creepy!” I paused. “Um. So let me throw this scenario at you. Some old lady books a ‘haunted’ bed and breakfast. In this world, it’s Montague’s house. She’s coming out of the shower naked. I’m in the throes of passion—or awkward first-time sex… The veil between worlds parts…”

      “We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen,” Alec said.

      “My house does have ‘ghosts’ occasionally,” Montague said. “But they will never know who you are.”

      As we walked down the street, we passed a number of magical shops for potions and wands and stuff. I was trying not to geek out. It was beyond aggravating that my magic was blocked. I could sense intense magical energy but I wouldn’t be able to use it.

      I also noticed that some people looked…hostile. A very old, stooped woman wearing a black cape and a wide sun hat ambled into the street ahead of us and Montague stiffened. She looked like she could have been a ghost herself.

      “Who is this girl, Young Xarra?” she asked.

      “Good afternoon, Madame Solano. This is Charlotte Byrne of the Caruthers witches,” he said. “She’s staying with my family for the rest of the summer.”

      “You are too old for a familiar,” she said to me. “Send him away.”

      This again? Already?

      “Don’t worry. He’ll depart soon. Neither of them have seen a parallel town before so I wanted to show them,” Montague said. Besides that slight tension in his posture, he seemed relaxed.

      “Be careful. If you were not a Xarra, the gates would have shut to you already, when you died.”

      He nodded to her, tipping his hat respectfully. “I understand.”

      “Just be mindful.”

      She moved on and Montague and Alec exchanged a look.

      “She seems fun,” I said, when I was sure she was well out of earshot.

      “She is very old,” Montague said. “She’s a council member, too. I have to be careful around the town elders. They don’t trust vampires and would like to have a reason to get rid of me.”

      As we passed women in aprons brushing off their stoops and shaking rugs off balconies, carrying baskets of greens and bread, men walking with glowing staffs in their hands and securing horses to hitching posts, I realized that Montague’s memories of his vampire sire weren’t the only reason he sometimes talked like he came from another time.

      He basically did.

      He turned down a narrow side street, just before we reached what looked like a market square. “Here we are. Casa de Xarra.” The house was the first one facing the side street. A dark balcony with flowers hanging from it in clay planters shaded the street. The house itself was white with green shutters. He opened the door and it faced stairs that led upward before the ground floor split into a living room with furniture gathered around a wood stove with some bookshelves lining the walls, and a room that looked like an office/workroom for one of his parents on the other side with a desk and some cabinets full of bottles, herbs hanging from the rafters. In back was a dining room and a kitchen with an older gas range and an icebox.

      It was very weird, because the rooms only had one or two electric lights but the furnishings were a comfortable mix of old and modern, some flashy modern art was on the dining room walls, and someone was in the middle of reading ‘Crazy Rich Asians’. So I didn’t feel like I was in Amish country or anything.

      “What do your parents do, anyway?”

      “They’re healers,” Montague said, picking a note up off the table. “And I guess they’re delivering a baby out in the country so we have the place to ourselves this first weekend.”

      “Sweet,” Alec said.

      Montague showed us upstairs. I glimpsed posters with soccer players and wrestlers and some models of tuner cars.

      “That’s my room,” he said.

      “Duh,” I said. “You look so refined and then I see your room and you’re such a boy. I really question your taste.”

      “This room is pre-vampire,” he said. “I am refined.”

      “You’re too nice,” Firian said. “You’ve seen her room. I would have harassed her about her ten zillion stuffed animals.”

      I rolled my eyes as Montague showed me to my own room. I opened my bag to hang up the Versace jumpsuit and my party dresses before they got wrinkled. My room was small but very cozy. It had a blue quilt on the bed and a tiled fireplace with some little figurines of Spanish dancers. The back balcony overlooked a courtyard garden shared between a few houses. A young blonde guy was sitting down there reading a magazine by the fountain.

      He snapped it shut and looked at me.

      Ohmigod.

      “Harris!?”
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      Charlotte

      

      “So you finally got in,” he said, standing up, hand sliding into one pocket as he tossed the magazine on the bench.

      “Montague and Alec didn’t mention you would be here!”

      “I decided to surprise you.”

      “Why?”

      “I told Master Blair I’d keep an eye on you,” he said.

      “You’re a spy?”

      “I didn’t feel like going home this summer,” he said. “My family and I aren’t really getting along, since they’re a tiny bit upset I helped you summon a demon. So, yes, I am a spy. I’m renting this house next door. Anyway, don’t even think about trying to get your magic back or summon anyone else.”

      “Well—it’s not your business,” I growled, turning from the window.

      This was mucking up all my plans. Now I never knew when Harris was going to be around. He might sabotage my attempt to talk to the finishing school lady, and…and.

      He followed me here because he likes me and he can’t stand that Alec and Montague might get to have me to themselves.

      Well, too bad.

      Not like I’m attracted to him back or anything.

      I kept thinking of how Harris put his arm around me when the demon appeared in Theurgy class. And then how he chased off my bullies. He helped us time and time again when I was trying to figure out what was going on with my mom. But then he always pulled back and acted in infuriating ways.

      One thing I had certainly realized: Harris was a very skilled warlock. Better than any of the rest of us. He didn’t just coast on his family name or money. His spells were genuinely badass.

      “Phew…” I wiped my brow. “No air conditioning in here. This is going to be rough.”

      “Oh good. You’re cured,” Firian said, eyes narrowing. “The sight of Harris cured you.”

      “It did not.” I peeled off my sweater so I was down to a t-shirt over a long-sleeved shirt. “I just forgot I was wearing so many clothes.”

      Firian looked vaguely irritated before sinking his fingers into my hair. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. I guess I’ll have to leave you now so I don’t harm your mission. But call me when the coast is clear.”

      “I hate that you can’t do everything with us this summer.”

      He pulled me a little closer and nudged me to the bed. My ass bounced on the thick mattress and I almost slid off again. Firian picked up my knees and scooted me onto the bed. He was tall enough to fold himself over me so I was laying back, kissing him as his arms closed around me. His lips caressed mine like he was saving up the memory of me to carry him through.

      Then he stepped back. “Have fun.”

      He vanished.

      “Firian…” I frowned. I knew he had to go. The whole town would talk if I had my familiar following me around. But I hated it. It just seemed so unfair and pointless. Who cares if I love him? It’s not hurting anyone.

      I came back downstairs. “Did you know that Harris is renting the place next door?”

      “What?” Montague turned sharply from the oven where he was making tea. “The Marcottes’ house? Did you see him?”

      There was a knock on the door.

      Alec strolled over and answered it. “Hey, Harris. What are you doing here?”

      Montague looked like he was considering how much this disrupted his plans. “Is your whole family here?”

      “Just me,” Harris said. “I needed to get away. We’re quarreling.”

      “Is that so…”

      “It’ll be like old times,” Harris said. “Only better. Or…what? Do you guys think I’m going to horn in on your threesome or something?”

      “No.” Montague flung open the heavy door. “Come in. We’re here for business, you know.”

      “What business?”

      “He’s a spy for Master Blair,” I said.

      “Not really a spy,” Harris said. “I’m protecting Charlotte from danger at Blair’s request.”

      “Do you think I shouldn’t return to Merlin College?” I demanded. “Because that’s what he wants. To banish me back to the real world.”

      “I don’t really care,” Harris said. “I just don’t feel like going home and this is a nice side job.”

      “Then, it isn’t like old times,” Montague said, opening the icebox and covering the kitchen table with cheese and sausage and other things that I hope had been kept cold enough not to give us all food poisoning. He sliced some bread. “You are welcome to the hospitality of my snacks, Harris. Then you might as well leave because we are not going to accept Charlotte slogging through a mortal life.”

      Harris folded a slice of Serrano ham onto a piece of bread. Despite the tension in the air, the kitchen was a very welcoming room, the floors covered in tiles painted with brown and blue designs, natural light falling on the long wooden table from two tall  open windows that faced the garden. I heard the trill of frogs or insects and the smell of flowers was even stronger. I felt like I was in some quaint European town somewhere far, far away from my troubles.

      “What are your plans?” Harris asked.

      “We’re not going to tell you our plans!” I said.

      “I’ll just have to follow you.”

      Montague took a pouch of blood from the icebox and shook it at him. “If you mess this up, I’ll kill you.” He left the room so we didn’t have to watch him drinking blood, which was good because I didn’t want to see that either.

      Harris lifted his fair brows. “He’s touchy when he’s horny. You have fun. I’ll see you around, everywhere, as I prepare my report.”

      “Harris,” Alec said. “You’re not
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