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      Olivia

      The ceiling needs refinished.

      I need to get outside. Into the world. Somewhere I’m not stuck in a house staring at a ceiling so long I’ve cataloged its every flaw. This hiding is beyond ridiculous. Since I’m the one exploding, I’m not entirely certain who exactly I am hiding from. Realizing the sound of Nims licking the dish I set out for her has stopped, I sit up. The clock on the wall says it’s time to go. Jumping out of bed, I run over to grab the bowl and stuff it into the drawer. It slides shut just as Duncan opens the door after a quick knock.

      He stares at me a moment. “What are you doing?”

      “Putting away my fucking delicates. Refresh my memory. When did I give you permission to track everything I do?”

      He has the grace to look embarrassed, for all that we aren’t able to blush. “It’s time to go to Ailsa’s for your lesson. Are you ready?”

      “We’ll be right down.”

      I wait for him to close the door before I grab the towel from behind me and give Nims face a thorough cleaning to get any of my blood that might be left on her. A bit of scented shea butter and she should pass all but the most intense of inspections.

      I don’t know what they would do if they found out that I was feeding her my blood. But I’ll take that risk again and again until she is immune to the effects of the sun.

      Moments later, we are traipsing down the stairs to the main floor entry, where Duncan and Callum wait for us. They are both smiling at me until Duncan notices Callum’s smile. He scowls and opens the front door. “Move it, pretty boy.”

      Callum turns and bats his lashes at Duncan. “You think I’m pretty?”

      Nims and I sail on past them and get in the car. I don’t need any of Duncan’s weird jealousy thing. Rubbing at the spot on my chest that seems to flair when something unpleasant happens, I arrange my legs to be on either side of Nims.

      They get in the car and I hear the driver’s door close just before we take off. The ride to Ailsa’s is fast and monotonous. I’ve seen it twice a day since the explosion. Nothing changes. I think it is even the same car each time. It smells like the same car.

      When we arrive, Duncan gets out first to check for other vampires. I really don’t think they are going to send more vampires after the last set were turned into so much dust. Nims and I climb out next, Callum following. The witch at the counter takes one look at me and her lips press together. Rubbing at my chest as I walk over, I ask her, “Is Ailsa ready for me?”

      She rolls her eyes and says, “Come along, princess. I hope you’re grateful. No one else gets lessons from Ailsa.”

      Something in me snaps. I snarl at her. “Did you ever fucking stop to think that I didn’t choose this? That maybe this isn’t for me, but so I’m not a danger to anyone else? Or are you too wrapped up in jealousy to pull your head out of your ass and think logically?”

      Nims is growling at the witch too. She has become very pale and backed against the far wall. Taking a deep breath and a long exhale, I say, “I’m sorry. Let’s try to forget I said anything.” Nims bulk presses against my leg and my hand drops to scratch her head. “Let’s forget this and just take me to Ailsa. I’m sorry, I’m on edge and what you said hit me wrong. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      The witch leads me back as I rub at that spot on my chest again. It feels like something is trying to claw its way out of me.
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        * * *

      

      Duncan

      Fuck, is she going to explode? Are we about to have an incident? Will her emerging power cause our entire line to be wiped off the map? She’s been rubbing her chest a lot lately. Is that how she’s keeping herself in check? I can smell the blood and excitement from that fucking lunatic Callum. Over there stabbing his tongue with his tooth while watching Olivia lose her temper. Does he not understand the danger here? That we could all die because she lost control?

      The witch that gave her static seems to realize her error and shows Olivia and Nims to Ailsa’s office. I’d give anything, including my life, to keep her safe, but I don’t know how to keep her safe from herself. Snapping at a stranger, even if she deserved it, is out of character for her.

      Callum’s elbow hits my ribs. I glare at him as he says, “Calm down, for fuck’s sake. She is learning, she’s here to learn more. She didn’t even heat the room up this time. She’s doing great. You worry too much and trust her too little.”

      “I should be able to do more for her. Protect her better. Even from herself.”

      Callum waves a dismissive hand at me. “Let her be. You’ll do her no favors by smothering her with your enormous ego.”

      “No one asked you. It’s not like you have any room to talk as you snatched her away from everyone to your house where she was imprisoned and starved by your mother. As I recall, she was still half gone when you brought her back here, where she belongs.”

      Callum raises a brow. “Care to discuss this outside?”

      My hands clench at my sides. “I’d love to, but we both know better. I need to go take care of some things. You’ll stay here and wait for her? Let me know when she gets out? Think you can manage that much? Or should I send for someone that can follow directions?”

      “Of course. I will message you the minute she informs me she is finished.” He smiles, and I am not comforted by the smile. I need to get back here as soon as possible. Turning on my heel, I stride out of the witch’s shop, determined to get back here before she finishes.
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      Blair

      Ailsa and I are waiting outside her home when Olivia, Nims, and the witch guiding them arrive. Olivia looks unhappy, and she’s rubbing a spot on her chest. The moment she sees me, her face lights up. She runs over with Nims on her heels. Ailsa walks over to the witch and they speak briefly. She must have used magic to keep the conversation from being heard because not so much as a whisper of sound reaches me.

      Olivia hugs me hard, and I can smell a combination of anger and anxiety on her. Nims leans into the both of us and Olivia lowers one arm to pat her. That explains why Ailsa is keeping the conversation private. The witch leaves, looking upset as Ailsa walks over with a smile. “Are we ready to get started?”

      Olivia releases me and turns to say, “Yes. I’m ready. Let’s get me in control of this magic that I shouldn’t have to begin with.”

      Ailsa has an odd look on her face as she tells Olivia to stand a few feet away from me and protect me however she can. Olivia’s eyes round and Ailsa says, “Don’t worry, I won’t be shooting to kill. It won’t even hurt much.”

      That’s super comforting to me…

      Ailsa fires her first shot and Olivia does something that causes it to change direction just before it hits me. Shot after shot, Ailsa fires at me and Olivia dissipates it or sends it another way. Sometimes she seems to have a little force field of sorts in front of me that the shots hit and are absorbed by. I am in awe of how well she is doing, even as she castigates herself for not having her power fully under control within a few weeks of it appearing.

      Anyone else would give their right arm for the kind of control she is displaying right now. Why can’t she see how well she is doing?
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        * * *

      

      Olivia

      I am dripping sweat by the time Ailsa calls for an end to the session. Blair walks over and says, “You did great. The way you talked, I was braced for impact at first. But you didn’t let a single one hit me. I don’t think most other magic users can do that within a few weeks of their power coming in, especially all at once, like yours did.”

      Ailsa walked over while Blair was talking, and she nods her agreement. “He’s right. It is rare for anyone to have their full powers pop out of nowhere and be able to manage them the way you have.” She looks away and sighs. “Your powers don’t operate the same as witch powers do. It doesn’t work quite the same. Now that I have a better idea of how they do work, I think we’ll progress much faster.”

      “Well, if they aren’t witch powers, what are they?”

      “I am not sure exactly.” She looks away. “I have some ideas, but I need to do some research first. I promise, if I figure it out, I will let you know immediately. No hiding it from you like you’re a child or some shit.”

      “Thank you. That actually makes me feel a lot better about all this. Especially living with all these secretive damn vampires. It’s ridiculous what they keep hidden.”

      Ailsa and Blair laugh. Ailsa says, “They love their secrets. The only vampires I’ve met that weren’t neck deep in secrets hadn’t been in vampire society much. Their sires had kept them sequestered from it. I’ve often wondered if it was a disservice to them just because of the shock to their way of thinking when they finally rejoined the world. But, you need to go eat something. Doing so much magic will deplete your resources if you don’t eat often enough. You should have some blood with your lunch, too.”

      That spot in the middle of my chest is aching again. Rubbing at it, I tell her, “Yes. Maybe I can get clearance to have lunch out today.” My lips twist as if I had eaten a lemon, even saying that. I hate this enforced isolation. I have plenty of people around me, but I’m not free to go as I please.

      Ailsa laughs. “You should give yourself clearance. If they don’t like it, you could always put one of your force fields around them.”

      “I like the idea. But won’t they just be worse after?”

      She shrugs, “Only if you let them. What are they going to do? You are your own person. These vampires, they want to help, but they are overbearing and rude about it. Maybe you’ll be the one to convince them to act differently. Well, these vampires. It’s a little much to expect that it would spread throughout the entirety of the vampire community. Now, give me a hug and go. You need food. You’re looking pale, even for a vampire.”
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      Callum

      Once Duncan leaves, I position myself against a section of wall near the door that is fairly empty. It also gives me a direct view of the door Olivia will come back through when her lessons are done. Pulling out my phone, I pass the time with silly games while I wait. No one pays me any mind beyond a casual glance at the stranger holding up the wall. The backroom door opens, and it’s her. She looks a little pale, as if she were hungry. Nims is trotting right next to her, staying close enough to brush up against her. I think that is her tell. And how I can reliably know when Olivia is anxious about something. Blair follows her out and I am oddly relieved. The wolf has a good head on his shoulders and he truly cares about her.

      If she is going to have multiple partners, he is a good choice for one. I watch as she spots me and she almost smiles. After looking around further, she asks, “Did Duncan leave?”

      “Yes. He said he needed to go work on his attitude. I told him I would let him know when you finished.” Smiling, I ask her, “Are you finished?”

      She looks confused for a moment, but understanding dawns fast. Blair caught on instantly and he is grinning behind her. Olivia says, “No, I’m not finished. I would love to go to the bookstore and possibly find somewhere to eat? Not
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