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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “Charlotte!” Dad screamed my name from downstairs, interrupting a pretty important fight with a dragon in my favorite MMORPG.

      “Just a sec!” I screamed back.

      “Charlotte! I need an explanation right now!” He was getting that high-pitched voice he gets when the raccoons are in our trash.

      I had absolutely no clue what he could need an explanation about, seeing as I had no life and had not done anything out of the ordinary, but it sounded important.

      “Charlotte!”

      omg, I hastily wrote. i have to go. i’m so sorry. emergency unfolding in-house. brb.

      The rest of my fellow adventurers freaked out on me, but my sexy elf warrior girlfriend/boyfriend Firia said, You’d better talk to him. The rest of us can handle it.

      uhh…how did you know it was ‘him’?

      I just assumed it was your dad.

      oh yeah well you’re right. thx.

      It was a weird moment because I was pretty sure I’d never told Firia that my Mom was gone and I wondered how he guessed the emergency wasn’t burnt toast or something, but I didn’t have time to fully ponder it. I had to check on Dad. Anyway, Firia was awesome for not getting upset at me for ditching on the dragon fight, seeing as my brooding mage character Larius had the pivotal dark spells for defeating said dragon. Firia was also the closest thing I had to a boyfriend. We’d been playing Fortune’s Favor for years. I met him on Christmas when Dad gifted me a year’s subscription, and we’d stuck together through a lot of fights. Before long, we were flirting. A couple months in we figured out that we had each chosen avatars of the opposite gender, but we were having fun anyway, so I called him “my girlfriend” in the game.

      Of course, I was fully aware Firia could be lying and was not really an eighteen year old guy but was actually like…a fifty year old guy, or whatever. We’d never taken it off the game. Whenever I tried, he got cagey. Which was probably a warning sign, and his hot babe elf avatar might not be a good sign either, but maybe he was just a self-conscious nerd boy. At least he took all my hassling about sexism in the gaming industry without getting upset.

      I padded down the stairs. Dad was standing at the dining room table, staring at an envelope that sat in the middle of the wooden surface, looking at it like it was poisoned.

      “Dad? What’s wrong?” I stood on the first step, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Something came in the mail?”

      “Is there something you aren’t telling me about?” he cried.

      “Um…no? I don’t think so. I’m eighteen. I guess there might be something.” I laughed, but then I realized this was going beyond my dad’s usual level of overreaction. “Hey, what’s up? Just tell me.”

      My dad and I had a thing going. We were opposite in a lot of ways. He was fun and also had a tendency to overreact. I was stubborn but chill. He liked loud music, barbecuing, tattoos. I liked magical-sounding soundtracks, gaming, pajama pants. It wasn’t unheard of for him to freak out over nothing. I went to look at the letter. Maybe the bill from our annual checkup was more than he expected or something.

      “I don’t know how to explain all of this,” he said. “Shit. I wish y—”

      I shot him a look. It seemed like, for all the world, he was going to say that he wished my mom was here. I could hear the ghost of the “your” when he cut himself off.

      He never talked about Mom.

      I saw the return address on the envelope.

      

      Merlin College

      P. O. Box 332

      Small Hollow, NC

      

      “You’re freaking out about ‘Merlin College’? What is that? Sounds like spam.” I started opening it.

      He grabbed it from my hand and slammed it on the table. “No. It’s not spam. It’s a reckoning, that’s what it is. I thought you were safe from all this. I thought your mom—like—sealed that stuff up. Were you talking to your elf friend online?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Maybe I should make him explain it. Nah, you’re my daughter.”

      “Him? Firia? What does he have to do with it?”

      He took a deep breath. “Your mother had magical blood. I believe this letter is from a witches’ college. That’s why it’s so nondescript.”

      “Well, I’m already going to college, so…” I’m not sure why I said that first. Like, when you get your Hogwarts letter do you go, oh dang, but I already sent in my paperwork to the Montessori school? “Magical blood? What do you mean?”

      “Your mom’s mother was an Ethereal witch from a very old witch family. Her father was a Sinistral demon who could turn into a wolf. So a werewolf, basically. I mean—let me back up. Magic is real. You know that, right? Deep down, I’m sure you know that.”

      Admittedly, I believed in magic longer than other kids, because my dad played along with all my childhood games, built fairy houses with me and was very insistent about offerings for Santa Claus. And yet… “Did the neighbors sell you drugs or something?”

      “I wish. Your mother was supposed to protect you from this shit!” He grabbed a stuffed cat that I had seated at the dining room table because I was a dork, and threw it on the floor.

      My heart was beating pretty fast at this point. “Be nice to Jiji! Calm down.” I grabbed the letter and ripped it open.

      

      Dear Mr. Char Byrne,

      

      Your application has been accepted. You will attend Merlin College, the elite school for warlocks, with a starting date of September 12th. We were stunned by your test results and are thrilled to have you with us. Please be packed and prepared on that day, as we will send a vehicle for you. Please refer to the attached list of items that are not acceptable at Merlin College and familiarize yourself with the rules of conduct.

      

      We look forward to meeting you,

      Ignatius Blair

      Dean of Merlin College

      

      “God, the list of stuff I can’t take to Merlin College is ten times longer than the acceptance letter. What the hell? Warlocks? Why do they think I’m a boy? They think my name is ‘Char Byrne’.” I laughed. “I mean, whatever, I just won’t go.”

      “Warlocks?” He looked at the letter. “Oh—okay. This must be a mistake. They got you mixed up with someone else. We’ll write and tell them you’re a girl and that you’re not going to any magic schools.”

      “Wait. Let’s start with, why did you not tell me this sooner and why am I not going to magic school? Magic school sounds awesome.”

      “It isn’t. At least, that’s what they tell me. But I don’t want you having anything to do with that. It can get you killed. There are all these other planes, and magical creatures in conflict with each other, and…it’s bad news. It didn’t do my relationship with your mom any favors, that’s for sure. When we were growing up, she was never interested in magic. But then…when you were a baby…she got sucked in. Like a cult. Power is addictive and she’d never known what it was like. That was what we fought over. But she had bound your magic, so you wouldn’t suffer the same fate.”

      “She bound my magic so I wouldn’t be powerful?”

      “So you would be a normal girl,” he said. “Who doesn’t get killed by some demon or something.”

      “And you just figured you’d lie to me about all of this?”

      “Yeah—see—she could explain it better.”

      “I don’t know about that. This is ridiculous.”

      “It’s not ridiculous. It’s to protect you. The magical life is bad fucking news, Charlotte. Remember how you used to be afraid there was a shadow monster in the closet? And you’d scream in the middle of the night? ‘Daddy! Check the closet!’ I spent hours telling you there was no monster. But if I let you become a witch, there might really be a monster in there. And I wouldn’t be able to protect you. Witches and warlocks and all the other magical creatures in this world are battling for power, and you do not need to be in the middle of that. I want you to sleep soundly at night.”

      “Oh…”

      “So, you’re right, we’ll just write them back and tell them they’ve got you confused with someone else. It just shook me up. Sometimes I get scared that they’re going to try to suck you in, like they did to your mom.” He grabbed an envelope and some stamps from the desk, and then a legal pad with a grocery list on it.

      “Maybe you should use stationery?” I asked. “Just a thought?”

      “Like I have stationery. Who writes letters anymore?”

      “I have some! I’ve never used it! Wait right here.” I ran upstairs. My computer was still on but I’d been logged out of the game.

      I wonder why Dad mentioned Firia? That was weird.

      I logged back in while I dug around for some decorative paper I’d had since I was a kid. I was pretty sure it had like, a Sanrio dog on it or something, but that was still better than a legal pad.

      When I logged back in, I was back in the town. I’d missed out on the whole dragon thing. It looked like Firia was still on.

      I sent a private message.

      hey, Firia, have you ever spoken to my dad?

      There was a pause and then she/he said, So…did he reveal my secret identity or something?

      Hard to say if he was joking or not. no…what is it?

      Did he reveal all the secrets of the universe?

      a few…do you believe that magic is real?

      I’m coming over.

      wait, what?

      He didn’t say anything else. I dug out the stationery and then I heard the doorbell ring.

      “Charlotte!” Dad yelled. “I thought you were just grabbing paper! You went and talked to him.”

      “‘Him’?”

      “Just come downstairs. I guess it’s time you met.”
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      Charlotte

      

      Sure enough…there was a guy at the door.

      But I had never seen him before. Ever.

      Well, I didn’t think I’d seen him anyway. Admittedly, I didn’t look at the neighbors much, so if he was wearing a hat, maybe I wouldn’t notice if one of them was this attractive.

      Stupid me.

      His golden eyes froze me in place. They felt like eyes I knew, even as they had some unfathomable wild quality, but I had no idea why. I would’ve remembered him.

      “Well, well,” he said. “You finally get to lay eyes on me. What a day. Something must have happened.”

      “Yes,” Dad said. “Come in. It was a letter from a magic school. I think it’s all a big mistake, though.”

      This unfamiliar guy, whom my dad seemed to know suspiciously well, walked in and gave me a brief smile like he knew me. I was trying very hard not to stare.

      He was tall, slender, and somewhat ethereal looking, tawny hair tinged with a rusty red. His skin was pale, but not in a sickly way, or even a “too much time playing video games” way. It had an inner glow, like he had an intense and expensive skincare regimen imported from South Korea.

      Pretty sure he didn’t, though. He was just naturally gorgeous.

      He also had really good posture. So…like, no way was this the guy that spent hours playing MMORPGs with me.

      His eyes and smile had sort of a sly twinkle. He exuded confidence, even wearing a rumpled t-shirt and sweatpants. It’s like when you see mega celebrities caught by the paparazzi like, being normal, but even then you’re like, nuh-uh, no one is that hot in real life.

      “I’m Firia,” he said, offering a hand. “Or, properly, Firian. I am your familiar.”

      “Muh wut?” I asked. I mean, that was how it came out. His beauty was distracting. “I thought you’d be more of a…”

      “Female elf in armor?” he asked. “Well, then I wonder why you don’t have long white hair and an eyepatch.”

      Actually, I thought you’d be more of a slobby geek. I didn’t say that. Especially since that meant that I was now the slobby geek. My dark hair was pulled back in a ratty ponytail and I was wearing faded, pilling leggings and a shirt that said “Reach for the Stars! Read-A-Thon 2008 Central Library”. And then, a huge cardigan because Dad blasted the air conditioning. I didn’t have a skincare regimen from South Korea either, that was for sure.

      “Let me see the letter,” Firian said.

      “Here.” I gave it to him. Anything to get him to stop looking at me.

      “Hmm,” he said. “Merlin? That’s very strange. Merlin College is the crème de la crème of warlock schools. It doesn’t even accept applications. You have to be recommended and tested by an alumni of the school. Who do they think you are?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Well, anyone can mess up paperwork, huh?” Dad said. “I’ll just—is this the stationery you wanted me to use? With this bear on it?”

      “It’s a dog. Yes. It’s better than what you were using! But I can write it, Dad. It’s girly stationery. The letter is to me so I’ll answer.”

      “I’d feel better writing it myself,” he said. “I don’t really want you having any contact with them.”

      “He’s paranoid,” Firian said.

      “Well, while he’s writing I guess you can explain yourself. My familiar? What does that mean? Did you find me in the game and get close to me on purpose?”

      “Of course I did,” he said. “It was the perfect way to keep some connection to your life without exposing you to magic. I am your bridge to the magical world. I can take the form of a human or an animal, and I can travel to the magical world freely. I am here to protect you. And so I have.”

      “You’re my age?”

      “Yes. Exactly your age. As all familiars are. I was born because you were born.”

      “You’re my brother?”

      “No, no, no. Just your familiar.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Well, I don’t have parents,” he said. “And I don’t need them. You can do magic, and I am magic. You’re from this plane, and I’m from Etherium. The other plane. One of them, anyway.”

      “Are we…supposed to…what are we supposed to do with each other?”

      “Magic,” he said. “But your magic was bound.” He shrugged. “I understand. The witch world is somewhat troubled in this past century.”

      “So you guys are just going to throw all this at me now, but I still can’t become a witch. What do I do with this information? I’m supposed to be going to frickin’ normal college in a few weeks. Now that just sounds…”

      “Great,” Dad said. “It sounds great. I’m so proud of you. I never went to college.”

      “And now everyone goes to college. And gets stuck with student loans and dumb degrees.”

      He looked crushed. “What is this? You were so excited when you got in.”

      “Well, times have changed.”

      He started writing. ‘Dear Mr. Blair’. “Do I address him as Dean Blair?” he said. “Never mind. He should never have sent you this letter anyway so I’m not going to get fancy.”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      “He’s protecting you,” Firian said. “As we just explained.”

      “You just blew in out of nowhere,” I said. “And you’ve been spying on me. So I don’t want to hear it.”

      “I wasn’t spying. I was just playing the game with you. I made myself sick playing that game, just so you know. Magical beings aren’t supposed to use electricity, and I got completely obsessed with that quest for the black coins—well, actually, I guess I was spying in the yard.”

      “In the yard?”

      “I’m the fox,” he said. “In your yard.”

      “The fox?”

      “You kept trying to feed me dog food when you were younger.”

      “I know about the fox. You’re the fox. In the yard.”

      He nodded.

      Maybe that was why some part of me recognized him.

      “And you knew this, Dad?”

      “Yes. I did. You’re handling this really well, by the way.” He stopped writing. “I’m actually really relieved it’s all out in the open. I think you’ll feel a lot better when we’ve all had time to really talk about it. This letter was a good thing, actually. I’d been wondering how to tell you and it just—shoved me off the fence. You and Firian can finally get to know each other.”

      Firian peered in the kitchen. “At this point, it hardly matters,” he said. “Usually, familiars retreat by the time a witch is grown. I would only appear to help Charlotte cast a spell. I’ve just been hanging around to make sure the sealing of her magic ‘took’. So…” He opened the fridge and took out one of my dad’s beers. “Once you’re in college, out in the world for good, I’ll take a step back.”

      “How often has he been over here?” I asked. “Drinking your beer while underage?”

      “I’m not the police,” Dad said. “And—he lives in the backyard. He came over sometimes while you were at school. He watched the movies you won’t watch with me.”

      “You—you—you lied to me? About all of this?”

      “I know,” Dad said. “I just didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “I used to play outside naked while the fox in our yard was actually a boy!”

      Firian took a drink and sauntered over to me, an enticing smile on his perfect lips. I was starting to feel like I probably shouldn’t think he was attractive. “Rage all you like. But your dad was trying to protect you. From things so horrifying that if you saw them once, you would wake up screaming from nightmares for the rest of your life. Your mother flirted with the darkness.” He paused. “More than flirted…”

      “Oh…?”

      “She joined the dark side,” Dad said. “Basically.”

      I was shaken. Dad always told me that Mom left. He was vague about the details, so I had assumed some country song scenario. Another man, a restless heart, that deal. “And we can’t save her?”

      “I can’t,” he said. “I’m human. And you’re a kid. Well, you’re not a kid, I know, but you’re my kid, and I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you too.” His voice was low and intense, and it made my stomach plunge. We were really close. I couldn’t deny that my dad would do absolutely anything to protect me. It must be torturous, I realized, to lose my mom to some evil force or something, and be helpless to stop it because he was human.

      “I just want you to go to college, and make friends, and enjoy yourself, and be happy. I want to help you set up a house one day. I want to come over and fix your toilet leak. I want you to come over for Thanksgiving for my fried turkey. I want normal shit for you because I love you and that’s the only reason I would ever lie to you.”

      “Okay, Dad. I understand.” I gave him a hug.

      He nodded, and got back to his letter to Merlin College.

      I looked at Firian. “What about you?”

      “I’m coming over for fried turkey this year,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I tried to get back to normal after that, just like my dad wanted. I was still heading off to college soon. I had my usual hobbies. But the next time I tried to play my game, I was antsy. I’d been spending years pretending to be this badass dark mage in the game, and my little relationship between Lord Larius and Firia was like a fan fic I was writing.

      But now it was ruined. I knew Firia was really Firian, and…

      Is my mom a real life badass dark mage, then?

      “Where do you actually live?” I asked Firian. He was now invited to dinner with us. “You don’t really live in the backyard, right?”

      “I live in that cabin up on the ridge,” he said, pointing out the window.

      We lived sort of in the middle of nowhere, in the northern part of Georgia, where the Appalachian mountains begin. Dad had grown up in Atlanta, and he always seemed like a city guy, but he also had an antisocial quality that had driven him out here, to a cheap plot of land and a house he fixed up himself. We were surrounded by low, forested mountains and the cabin Firian mentioned was the only house we could see from our own windows. But it was on the next mountain over, and very small.

      “I thought that was a vacation rental,” I said.

      “Sometimes it is,” he said. “I rent out the cabin during the tourist season, and go live in the woods or in the magical realm. I don’t need a lot of money, but that’s just enough.”

      “Can I come over some time?”

      “If you insist. It’s not much.”

      “Well…I don’t insist.” Firian wasn’t that welcoming when I tried to get to know him. I wasn’t sure if I liked having him around or not. I was irritated that he and Dad knew each other already, and although he was willing to answer questions, he didn’t really let me in on his actual life.

      “I don’t know if Firian has much of a life,” Dad said, after Firian had left and he was washing the dishes while I dried. “His life is centered around you, kid. That was how your mom’s familiar was. They’re not really human, they just look human.”

      “Centered around me? Well, then, why wouldn’t he invite me over?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t really understand them.”

      “What was mom’s familiar like?”

      “I hardly ever saw her. She spent most of her time in the ethereal realm. She took the form of a falcon. Real quiet. Your mom didn’t practice magic until right at the end, so she had no reason to ever show up. Usually, when you grow up, your familiar doesn’t hang around unless you need them. So, when you’re in college you probably won’t see Firian again.”

      “Oh.” I bristled. “Why are we even bothering to have him over for dinner, then?”

      “You should get to know him a little bit,” Dad said. “Just in case any trouble ever pops up, he’ll be there for you. He can appear near you, wherever you go. Anyway, you already know him, don’t you? From your game?”

      “That’s…not the same.”

      I thought Firia was my geeky internet boyfriend, which was at least better than nothing. We had spent hours playing the game together and chatting. I didn’t know what to think.

      That weekend, Dad was off working some job—he was a handyman, and sometimes he ended up fixing stuff for people on weekends or at weird hours—and I was home alone. I was antsy, so I made some scones. I was a firm believer in baking as a meditation, but then you had to deal with the aftermath: a big pile of flour, sugar, and butter. So I decided to take a walk to Firian’s cabin.

      That was probably why I made the scones to begin with, I realized. I needed an excuse.

      Outside, the weather was gorgeous. A light breeze stirred the forest around me, and just the right amount of sun filtered through to warm me. I walked down our mountain and then realized that the cabin was farther away than I thought, and also more uphill.

      A fox face peeked out of the brush. “Charlotte?”

      “Gyaah!” I almost dropped the basket of scones. “How did you talk with a fox mouth?”

      “Well, I’m not really a fox. I’m magical.”

      “Riiight…well, I just made a huge batch of scones, so I thought…”

      He transformed, right before my eyes, into a guy again. Thankfully, he was fully dressed, because I could not handle a schlong right now.

      “All of these?” He lifted the cloth covering the scones, and grabbed one to eat now.

      “I thought I could…bring them up to you.”

      He frowned. “There is a reason why I never told you about me,” he said. “You don’t need a familiar. You have a human life ahead of you, and I would just be in the way. It’s best if you don’t have to explain me to anyone. The truth’s out. Good. But we can’t get close.”

      “Why do you and dad get to decide all of this? What if I want to get to know you?”

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with my breathtakingly good looks, does it?” he asked.

      “No!” I might have protested too vigorously. Truth be told, he was even better looking out here in the woods. The light seemed to give his skin and hair a particular glow. His eyes were off the charts gorgeous. He had appeared in a flannel shirt and jeans, which made him seem like an ethereal lumberjack. The shirt was touchably soft. His fingernails were a little pointed like claws. It was a strange combination. He wasn’t classically rugged, but I had no doubt he could chop the hell out of some wood.

      “Because…I could change up my appearance,” he was saying while I had weird fantasies about him swinging an axe into a log.

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Do you think you could make it up this slope on foot if you tried?”

      “Sure I could. I live on a mountain. I’m in shape.” Admittedly, his mountain was more steep than my mountain.

      He grabbed the basket. “Thanks for the scones. I’ll see you later.” He leapt up the rocks, out of reach.

      “Hey! I didn’t say you could have all of those!” I threw a pinecone at him, and of course, I missed. “Fine. Jerk.”

      I was kicking things on the path as I trekked back up to my own house.

      I’d never asked to have a familiar following me around. Well, he was leaving anyway. Fine.

      I checked the mailbox on my way up. There was another letter from the school.

      

      Dear Mr. Byrne,

      

      I’m afraid that one cannot simply opt out of attendance to Merlin College. I do not quite understand what you mean by Char being a ‘girl’, but if your son is ‘transgender’, well, our current policy at Merlin College remains to consider gender assignment based on birth for the purposes of learning magic. The test has already been administered and he has been accepted to the school. We will be sending a vehicle for him, and if he refuses admittance to the school, the council will be paying him a visit, if you understand my meaning. Merlin College is one of the top three schools for warlocks in the entire world, and once an applicant has pledged to attend, there are consequences for refusal. I understand that you are a human so you may not fully appreciate what this means for your son.

      

      Char WILL attend Merlin College and it will be our pleasure to be his instructors.

      

      Sincerely,

      Ignatius Blair

      

      “What the hell?” I said to the empty room.

      This keeps getting weirder. I didn’t apply to go to this school! They think I was born a boy!?

      Also, I was getting the feeling this was not a campus with like, safe spaces.

      I was starting to feel paranoid. Was I born a boy?

      You are not going to go check. You know you’re a girl. This school is confusing you with someone else.

      An hour later I was knocking on Firian’s door.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah—I—“

      “Can you breathe?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Well, I have to admit, I am mildly impressed you got here at all.” He held open the door. “Come in. Sit down. Deep breaths.” He handed me a cup of water.

      The cabin was nice inside. Very small. Very cabin-y. Like, if you like logs, you’d like the cabin. It had one room on the ground floor and a sleeping loft accessed by a ladder, a wood stove, a tiny kitchen, a couple of large chairs carved from wood with cushions, and a desk with a computer.

      “I got another letter from the Merlin College… It’s really weird.” I handed it to him.

      “Let me see…” He perused. That was definitely the right verb. “Hmm. You’re right. This is very strange.”

      “Are they going to drag me there kicking and screaming?”

      “Only if you plan to kick and scream.” He arched a brow at me.

      “Well—I can’t go.”

      “I guess we’ll see what happens. Someone wants you at this school. Someone forged your acceptance test…somehow.”

      “You think?”

      “I can’t imagine they’re just mixing up names.”

      “Who would do that?”

      “I don’t know.” He paused, folding the letter. “We could take up the matter with the council and fight it. You really had your heart set on going to the University of Georgia, didn’t you?”

      “You’re being sarcastic,” I said.

      Obviously, since I’d known him online for a while, he’d been a witness to the entire college application rigamarole. Dad nagging me about grades and extracurriculars, so I’d be competitive, trying to get scholarships, applying, getting rejected by my top two choices, threatening to go work in retail for the rest of my life, blah blah. It was a pretty familiar story. Dad wanted me to be a more exceptional child than I was. He hadn’t gone to college, he had made some screwed up choices when he was younger, so it took him a while to get this far, ‘this far’ being a small town handyman. He wanted a better life for me.

      But who cared? I loved my dad. I loved our easygoing life. I thought I would have been okay with staying here and taking care of him. I had already been sick to my stomach thinking about leaving him alone here.

      “You’re worrying about him, aren’t you?” Firian asked.

      “Yeah, I…”

      My whole mood had changed since the letter came. I had no idea what to major in at the University of Georgia, but I couldn’t stop thinking about learning magic.

      “I worry about him too. But he can take care of himself.” Firian perched in the other chair. Everything about his movements was a little more graceful and wild than other guys. It was part of the reason he seemed a lot older than me. “You’ve had a couple of days to think about this, Charlotte.” He raised an eyebrow. “What do you think? We should have told you a long time ago, shouldn’t we?”

      “Yes. You should have.”

      “At some point, it probably has crossed your mind that you would like to know more about the magical world.”

      I nodded. “Like…why am I spending hours sitting at a computer pretending to be a mage when I could be a real one?”

      “It sounds like these people from Merlin College are coming for you,” he said. “Like it or not. Witches take their hierarchy very seriously. If you applied to attend this school, it would be a scandal to refuse. I would have to help you take it up with the council, and I can’t guarantee an outcome. I have no pull in the magical world. But…I’m sure we would sort it out eventually. The other option is…you could try it out.”

      “It’s an all-boys school, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So they’ll reject me when they find out I’m really a girl.”

      “Perhaps.” He gave me a conspiratorial look and whirled back into the kitchen. It was almost like he just teleported; just one minute he was standing and in one smooth motion he was back by the stove turning on the coffeemaker.

      “What’s that look?”

      “Well…you’re right. They might reject you. If they bother to—you know—inspect. However, you already passed the test.”

      “But I didn’t pass the test! I don’t know what they’re talking about!”

      “All I’m saying is, maybe you should just see what happens.”

      “Is that what you want, Firian?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I want,” he said, but I didn’t buy that for a second.

      “Familiars are probably happier casting magic,” I said. “That’s why you exist, right?” This whole situation was still confusing to me. “You really don’t have any family? You only exist because of me?”

      “I was born from your magic,” he said. “That isn’t to say I don’t have my own existence. You might say familiars are the avatar for magic. We take human form from magic so we can communicate with witches. You can cast magic on your own, yes, but to tap into true power, you need me.”

      “So you’re the physical embodiment of my magic.”

      He nodded.

      “Is that weird for you?”

      “Why would it be?”

      “If I die, do you die too?”

      “No,” he said. “I retire to Etherium. But it’s true that familiars don’t often outlive their witches by much. There’s not much point in going on, I guess. But I have hobbies. So I think I’ll be fine.” He sounded almost like he was joking. It was hard to tell.

      I stared at the letter while he made us some coffee; to go with the scones, I guess. I was trying to read his body language while he wasn’t looking at me. He seemed pretty laissez-faire, but he wanted me to actually use my magic. I knew it. What good was a familiar’s life if the witch he was attached to never learned any magic?

      “Firian? I—I think I should go. If they’ll have me.”

      “Ah.”

      “That’s what you wanted, right?”

      “It’s your decision.”

      “Dad won’t like it. But…I need to know more about my mom, I think.”

      He handed me the coffee. “Yes…I think you do.”

      “Anyway, I’m not going to be able to concentrate on my classes about normal stuff until I understand what I’d be missing.”

      Then again, considering I was headed to a school for elite warlocks, where I would be the only girl on campus, I might have some other issues with concentration.
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      Charlotte

      

      Whatever I decided, it seemed like I really didn’t have much choice. On September 12th, I woke up wondering if anything would happen. It seemed like just an ordinary day. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, my phone rang at eight am and I freaked out but it was just some credit card scam. Dad was making scrambled eggs. He seemed nervous. He never stopped stirring the eggs.

      We ate over-scrambled eggs. All was well.

      And then, an old black car crawled up our driveway. We heard the engine coming. We both moved to the window in silence. It looked like it came out of a 1940s noir film. There was no question that the warlocks had arrived.

      My heart was pounding.

      “Shit,” Dad said. “Where’s Firian?”

      “Here.” Firian walked out of the bathroom and we both yelped.

      “I apologize,” he said. “I thought it might scare you even more if I just appeared in the middle of the living room.”

      “You teleported into our bathroom?”

      “I shifted into the Ethereal realm and then reappeared. That’s what familiars do. I sensed your distress.”

      “Man, where were you when Kelly was bullying me in middle school?”

      “I can’t really protect you from humans,” he said, frowning.

      The doors of the car opened and a man stepped out. He was dressed in a belted black trench coat and a hat tilted at a slightly rakish angle, some papers tucked under his arm. He was a handsome older man, and he looked like he meant business as he marched up our steep driveway. I was feeling really uncomfortable with this situation. I couldn’t imagine getting in a car with a strange, lone man. He banged on the door a second later.

      “Well, are you going to answer the door or just freeze?” Firian asked. “I shouldn’t open it. A familiar playing butler? What kind of impression would that make?”

      Dad snapped to life and threw the door open. I ran after him. We had to face whatever this was together.

      “Greetings,” the man said. “My name is Mr. Flores, of the Flores clan. I’m the head of admissions at the Merlin Academy, and I’m here for Mr. Byrne.”

      “Charlotte,” I said. “I’m a girl.”

      “You auditioned to attend our school. You were male at that time. What’s going on?”

      “I—I didn’t. I wasn’t. I’ve never been ‘male’. I’ve never auditioned for your school.”

      “I have all the notes here. You were recommended by Samuel Caruthers himself.”

      “Who is that?”

      “The renowned necromancer, Samuel Caruthers,” he said impatiently, like I was being willfully ignorant.

      “Uh…”

      Mr. Flores glanced at my familiar somewhat judgmentally, I thought. Firian gave him a cool look in response.

      “I must admit, you do look more feminine than you did at the audition.”

      “Did the boobs tip you off?” I crossed my arms.

      “I—I was not—looking at those,” Mr. Flores said.

      “Someone posing as Charlotte auditioned to attend your school?” Dad said. “Recommended by Samuel Caruthers? Her grandmother was a Caruthers, but we don’t know the rest of the family.”

      “Yes. I auditioned a young man named Char Byrne who looked just like you, except…boyish.” Mr. Flores shook his head at his paperwork. “I am not easily fooled. I don’t know why anyone would go to all the trouble of a deception like this.”

      “I don’t either!” I said.

      I still wasn’t sure what I wanted out of this encounter but I couldn’t turn away. I mean, this guy had driven right to my house in a 1940s car to pick me up. And I had a boy doppelganger?

      “Admission to Merlin College is extremely serious,” he said. “We only admit boys who exhibit a tendency for prime or ‘sans pareil’ status. Students of Merlin College are the future leaders of the world. Attendance is, per the council, mandatory, because we do not allow students of that level of talent to simply run around unchecked, potentially tempted by dark magic.”

      “But I’m not the person who auditioned,” I said. “I’ve never even used my magic.”

      “Her mother blocked it,” Dad said.

      “One of the greatest dark witches of the last century rose under similar circumstances. Her powers were blocked in childhood, but once released, she proved to be most dangerous. And like you, Char, she also had tainted blood.”

      “Tainted blood? Are you talking about my dad?”

      “No, I’m talking about your grandparents,” he said. “A witch who was lost to us, and a Sinistral low demon—to be specific, a werewolf.”

      “No part of my kid’s blood is tainted,” Dad said. “And this makes no sense. Charlotte’s been right here all along. I never told her anything about her origins. Maybe you should talk to Samuel Caruthers.”

      “Samuel Caruthers…” He looked a little distressed. “May I use your telephone?”

      From the way he asked, I could tell he wasn’t asking because sometimes service was spotty out here. He just didn’t have any phone, period.

      Dad unlocked his cell phone and handed it over. Mr. Flores looked like he didn’t know how to use it, but he didn’t ask for help, he just swept back down the driveway toward his car. We watched him poking at it for a little while before he put it to his ear.

      “Dad, he could steal stuff off your phone,” I said.

      “I’m not worried. I know how magical people are. They can barely turn on a television.”

      Mr. Flores talked to someone softly, but urgently.

      I turned to ask Firian about this, and I realized he had vanished.

      “You’re not going with him,” Dad said. “No matter what.”

      Mr. Flores came back, locking onto me with his eyes. “Miss Byrne, I just spoke to Master Blair. You need to come to Merlin College. Yes, your technical status as a ‘witch’ will be an unusual precedent, but we need to find out what’s going on. Maybe we need to keep you safe from someone.”

      “I understand,” Dad said. “Keeping Charlotte safe is all that matters. Did you pack a bag?”

      “Dad? I thought you said—“

      Mr. Flores gave me an insistent look. “I cast a small enchantment on your father to minimize his distress. Did you pack a bag? You will not need clothes. Merlin College has a uniform.”

      “A uniform? At college? A boy’s uniform?”

      “This is not an ordinary college,” he said. “This school is attended by warlocks so potentially powerful that they must be protected. We’ll try to get you transferred to Morgana College, our sister school, but in the meantime…”

      “Go on, Charlotte,” Dad said. “It’s for the best. I could never have saved you from…all of this.”

      “Dad! You’re…not yourself right now. Turn him back right now or I’m not going anywhere.”

      Firian walked back into the room. His hair had a leaf in it. “Go pack, Charlotte,” he said. “We were naive for trying to avoid it, weren’t we…?” He looked somber as he looked at Mr. Flores.

      “Apparently so,” Mr. Flores said. “But there’s still plenty of time. Luckily…someone was looking out for you.”
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      The drive was long enough for me to go through a few stages of excitement, grief, and terror. I hadn’t really gotten to say a proper goodbye to my dad because he was enchanted, and I wasn’t sure if I was being kidnapped or not. Firian was with me, but it wasn’t like I really knew him either. Plus, he kept staring out the window with this contemplative look on his face, stroking his claws across his chin, and whenever I asked him what he was thinking about, he just said, “Lots of things.”

      “Lots of things?”

      “Lots.”

      “Are you messing with me?”

      “Now why would I do that?” He turned back to the window.

      I had already gotten the picture that I wasn’t supposed to rely too much on my familiar, like, emotionally. So maybe he was infuriating on purpose, so I wouldn’t lean on him.

      I wondered what would happen if Dad was right, and the magical world really was dangerous, and something happened to me, leaving him all alone.

      I took a lot of deep breaths. We drove down a lot of lonely and somewhat treacherous mountain roads, passing no large towns, until finally, when we seemed to be utterly in the middle of nowhere, we reached a pair of black iron gates. Mr. Flores waved his hand, and they opened for him.

      We drove down a long driveway. I saw a couple of guys wandering around in groups. It looked like orientation was going on. Thick forest surrounded the school on all sides.

      The campus buildings were dotted throughout the forest behind the tall iron fence, gorgeous old structures that had Gilded Age glamour. The classes were in stone buildings and the dorms were big Victorian houses. I felt like a more important person just being here. I also felt very exposed. As soon as I stepped out of the car, people were staring at me.

      I seemed to be the only girl in the whole place.

      “Am I the only girl in the whole place?” I asked Mr. Flores.

      “No, there’s…the—there’s a girl working in the kitchen,” he said, but even as he said it even he seemed to realize it was a dumb answer. “Oh—Master Blair’s having his office redecorated. There’s a woman doing that, too.”

      Uh-huh.

      The only. Girl. In the whole. Place.

      I followed Mr. Flores in the doors of the main hall. Inside, there was a stained glass skylight, and a floor tiled with a picture of the zodiac, and a gilded balcony, with dark wooden paneled walls. We went upstairs, passing more boys. Handsome boys. Beautiful boys. Gorgeous boys. A wide variety of different kinds of attractive boys. Mr. Flores had gotten way ahead of me.

      I must have had a look on my face that was, um, revealing. Firian reached over and shut my mouth with his finger.

      “Try not to be so obvious,” he whispered.

      “Jerk.”

      “Remember, witches and warlocks learn how to make themselves more attractive.”

      “What do you mean ‘remember’? I never knew that in the first place.”

      “Yes. I suppose we would all know that you don’t know that, just to look at you.”

      “Why are you such an ass if you’re supposed to be my magical assistant?”

      “That’s why. Because I’m your magical assistant. We’re supposed to have snarky one-liners. Like in a Disney movie.”

      “But you’re not—“

      He took a step back and transformed into a fox. “Better?”

      “No,” I said, through gritted teeth. “Now everyone’s looking at us.”

      “This is no time to mess around,” Mr. Flores said, impatient. “Familiar, it would probably be best if you returned to Etherium.”

      “I’m staying here,” Firian said. “Charlotte doesn’t know enough about this world to feel safe on her own yet.”

      “Well, then, you can at least wait outside.”

      We entered through an old wooden door that creaked, into the office of Dean Blair. It was lined with bookshelves, and a huge desk dominating the center of the room. Behind the desk, tall windows looked out over the campus green.

      I was fully expecting an old wizard with a long white beard. No reason. Just…every book ever.

      Instead, I got an ageless, elven-looking man with artfully shaggy brown hair. He was wearing a waistcoat with a fitted dress shirt and had a big black ring on one finger, which I assumed
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