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      Cast, in order of appearance (more or less):

      Beryl Brodeur: Witch. Spellcaster. Wields a wand. 32 years old. Middle sister. Nickname: B

      Kostya Arkadi: Fire Demon. 34 years old. Middle of the Arkadi brothers. Nickname: Koz

      Clementine Brodeur: Witch. Binder. Thread Seer. 28 years old. Youngest sister. Nicknames: Clemmie, Sissy

      Alderose Brodeur: Metal Witch. Prefers knives and daggers. Unbinder. 34 years old. Oldest sister. Nicknames: Rosey, Rós

      The Reformed Realm: An ancient demon realm attempting to catch up to modern times in terms of governing.

      Sidan: Fae. Girlfriend to Alderose. Nickname: Sid.

      Laszlo Arkadi: Ice Demon. Mate to Clementine. Oldest of the Arkadi brothers. 38 years old. Nickname: Laz

      Iván Arkadi: Ice Demon (with other elements). Husband to Dagur Birgitsson. 32 years old.

      Tanner Marechal: Druid. Connected to the Goddess Idunn.

      Magicals: General term for those with magic in their veins.

      Chamonix, France: Site of both Château du Blanc, home of the Du Blanc Order of Druids; and Lionel Vigne’s fortress.

      Jake Winslow: Dragon Shifter. 28 years old. Has a thing for Alderose.

      Lionel Vigne: Fae. AKA The Collector, The Imperator. Resides in Chamonix, France. Would never allow anyone to call him by a nickname.

      The Facility: A state-of-the-art laboratory. Also provides housing for Magicals in Lionel’s breeding program.

      The Demesne: Family curse for the Brodeur family that causes one to fall to their knees at first sight of the fated mate. Has variations. Has been known to be wrong.

      Moira Brodeur (deceased): Witch. Binder. Mother of Alderose, Beryl, and Clementine.

      Maritza Brodeur: Witch. Binder. Beloved of Alabastair Nekrosine. Professor of Necromantic Studies. Nicknames: Mari, Tía Mari.

      Malvyn Brodeur: Sorcerer. Master Jeweller. Specialty is collars that restrain wearer’s magic. Enforcer for the Board of Magical Governance. Nickname: Mal.

      Alabastair Nekrosine: Necromancer. Portal Keeper.  Beloved of Maritza Brodeur. Wears capes all the time. Nickname: Bas.

      Jadzia/One-Becomes-Three/Laurentine: Fae who murdered the Brodeur sister’s father.
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      “Did I die?”

      Worried faces studied me from behind clear face shields. I wrinkled my nose at the overwhelming smell of pungent antiseptics and medical supplies and tried to breathe away the banging inside my head. Worry flickered to annoyance before one of the hovering faces turned away.

      “Please let the prince in before he bashes through the window,” they said.

      A door clanged against something metal. Kostya materialized at my side. My gorgeous demon stopped just shy of grabbing me, pillows and IV lines and all, and pulling me off the bed.

      “Beryl.”

      “Hey,” I said, working to unstick my tongue from the inside of my mouth. “What happened? Where’s Clementine?”

      I didn’t know why I was flat on my back, but I knew with certainty that something had happened to my younger sister. The last memory I had was seeing her talking to a mystery man while a string quartet played in the background.

      “She’s okay. She’s okay, and so is the kid. But you…” Kostya’s face crumpled behind his surgical mask.

      “But me what?” Relieved as I was that Clementine was okay, I had no memory of a kid.

      “You don’t remember?”

      I went to shake my head, but it wasn’t going anywhere. My skull was wedged firmly in place and Kostya’s gaze was darting back and forth and up and down like he was cataloguing a sequence of facial fault lines.

      “Is there a mirror in here?”

      “Why do you want a mirror, Beryl? You just—”

      “I want to see what’s going on, Kostya. Please.” Nothing in his gaze or his tone was instilling confidence in my appearance and my arms weren’t cooperating with my attempts to examine the condition of my chin and cheeks. “Because the look on your face is telling me something’s wrong with my face.”

      Another memory slid in. I had been invited to a royal ball. That explained why Clementine was wearing yards of silvery white brocade. Two demons had done my hair and makeup. I’d been given a gown and shoes and sparkly accessories, including a satin clutch.

      “Can you bring me that little purse I was carrying?”

      He shook his head. Messy hanks of auburn hair fell forward from where he’d pushed them behind his horns.

      “There’s nothing wrong with your face, Beryl. It’s your neck they’re worried about, and I’m not leaving your side for a bloody mirror. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever.”

      Joy blossomed across my chest. Whatever had happened to me hadn’t damaged my hearing, and it sounded a lot like my favorite demon in all the realms was proposing. My shoulders sank back into the pillows, and I attempted a grin. Okay, maybe it wasn’t a proposal exactly—but it was more of a commitment to the concept of an ‘us’ than anything he’d said in the past.

      

      Once I was awake and moderately alert, every moment was taken up by an exam or a consult or another bag of blood. When the healers were getting ready to go, they left the night shift with firm instructions that, if Kostya stayed, he had to let me sleep. I thanked them for taking good care of me and begged Kostya to tell me what happened that landed me here in the first place.

      He had a reclining chair delivered to the room. Pushing it right up against my bed, he wrapped himself in a blanket and shared the unadorned details: I had been bitten and almost drained of blood by a male vampire. A different kind of Magical—a jaguar shifter who was taken from the palace the same time as me—had likely swiped her claws across my belly, leaving a trio of cuts.

      Nothing about the details startled me, which meant the healers had me on painkillers. Not only was I not reacting to Kostya’s story, no part of my body hurt. Though the gentle loopiness buoying me almost—almost—masked the faint sensation that something vital was flowing out of a spot to the left of my bellybutton.

      Under the cover of my blanket and still holding Kostya’s concerned gaze, I made a second attempt to move my arm. It took a few tries to get my hand onto my belly, where my fingertips searched for a way to connect with bare skin. Whatever material the demons used for wound care was thin enough I couldn’t feel the edge of a bandage. By following the sensation of leaking magic, I was able to trace three raised ridges I was sure hadn’t been there before.

      “Did you see the claw marks?” Giddy with success, I slid my arm out from underneath the covers and reached for Kostya. He took my floppy hand in both of his and slowly kissed my knuckles. His eyes were watery when he looked up.

      “I did,” he said. “I saw the claw marks on your belly and the puncture wounds on your neck, and I vow to never again let anything like that happen to you.”

      As much as I wanted to ask him more questions about what else he’d seen and what he meant about never leaving my side, the drugs took over and ushered me to sleep.

      

      By the next morning it was apparent to my treatment team that the blood donated by my family, plus the blood products developed by demon researchers, had done an excellent job of accelerating my healing. Once I was fitted with a modest neck brace and given a salve to help with the bruising, I got the green light to leave. I was cautioned by a kind-eyed demon to not overdo physical activity for at least a week.

      Which was laughable, considering the next bit of news. My older sister had decided to pursue the Magicals whose actions landed me in the medical center in the first place—by herself. The departure timeline from the Reformed Realm to France was moved from in a few days to as soon as possible. My hope that Kostya and I could have a deeper conversation about the course of our relationship was shoved to the back burner in favor of following Alderose.

      

      Once everyone’s bags were packed, our group, which consisted of me, Clementine, Kostya, and his brothers, Laszlo and Iván, were summoned to my uncle’s estate near Vancouver for a family meeting. I secretly dubbed the gathering, What To Do About Alderose. From Canada, an expanded version of our group was sent back to Massachusetts, to the building my sisters and I now owned and the site where so much of the current drama started.

      Most helpful to our urgent need to locate Alderose was the discovery my mother had practiced geomagick in her third-floor workroom. Five deliberately placed mannequins marked the five points of a pentagram and once we figured out the proper dot-connecting sequence, the pentagram became a portal.

      Clementine, the three Arkadi brothers, a druid named Tanner, and I activated the pentagram. We arrived in Chamonix, France at the region’s primary portal tree, where the reason behind my uncle’s insistence that the druid join our group became crystal clear.

      Tanner knew the area intimately—he’d studied Druidry there for decades, maybe longer—and he was able to guide us through a series of little-used tunnels that originated underneath his teacher’s château and wended their way out. Some led upward, deeper into the Alps. Others sloped down into the valley. The tunnel route we took led to a newly-built tower known as the Facility.

      Tanner’s first gift to our rescue mission helped us locate Alderose within the Facility, where she was being held prisoner. His second gift helped us free her. The druid’s lanky, barefooted appearance belied his prowess with earth magic and blade work. He wielded a set of short swords that could cut through fae constructs, whether they were invisible wards or imbued objects.

      Guarded by Iván, the fastest and fiercest of the demon brothers, Tanner used the wavy-edged blades to carve doorways into invisible walls. He sliced through the locking systems on the glass walls separating patients in a sterile medical ward. And he made single, clean cuts in the arm, chest, and leg restraints holding Alderose to an examination table.

      The entire rescue mission was fast and at moments, frantic. Clementine and I were completely absorbed with getting to our sister and getting her out. Along the way, Kostya and Laszlo freed a woman I recognized from the Reformed Realm, the mother of the little shifter kid who had the meltdown at the end of the parade. We also freed a mud-coated man named Jake, who elected to stay within his below-ground cell and act as an inside contact for us and the bigger mission—which was to take down Lionel Vigne, the fae who built the Facility and populated it with captured Magicals, and put an end to his twisted project.

      Jake made an impression on the Arkadi brothers with his bravado and with his admission that his other form was a three-headed dragon. He swore he could, and would, eat his captors for lunch.

      We made it out of the Facility and followed Tanner back through the tunnels to the druids’ modest château. He assured us the healers were equipped to run tests on Alderose and would tend to the obvious wounds, as well as any we couldn’t see.

      I didn’t say out loud that I wished them good luck with that last piece. My heart was in my throat as Tanner and a white-robed woman whisked Laszlo and his armful of unconscious witch into a treatment room within the main building and shut the door.

      I stared at the rustic infirmary’s heavy wooden door and wished my sister speedy healing. No sounds penetrated from the other side. I was shaking from the late hour and the sustained energy our hastily put-together rescue mission had required so soon after I was discharged.

      Loosening the neck brace, I gently palpated the area where the vampire’s teeth had entered. My skin and fingers were numb from the cold, and I was beyond ready to become as one with a horizontal surface. All Kostya, Clementine, and I needed was to be shown to our guestrooms.

      Beds, and privacy, were moments away.

      A man about my age approached us. I couldn’t tell if he was a druid-in-training or a staff person. Like everyone we’d seen so far, he was attired in a generic uniform of canvas drawstring pants, a sweater knit from natural wool, and felted slippers. His dark blond hair was long and held away from his face with a leather cord.

      “I am the night host.” He gestured for us to follow him into a round tower. “Please come with me.”

      We trudged single-file up narrow, twisting steps that brought us to a dimly lit hall. I was sure I wasn’t the only one looking forward to the end of the druid’s Welcome to Chamonix spiel so I could indulge in a hot shower before collapsing into bed.

      “All bathing in the main areas of the castle is cold water only,” our guide said, before I could voice my desire to bathe. “Should you prefer hot water, there is a communal bathhouse fed by natural hot springs in one of the outbuildings. Because this is a place of study and worship, we ask that you confine yourselves to our guest wing and the dining hall. Unless you are accompanied by one of our senior staff.”

      Kostya stopped him from leaving. “Could you give us directions to the bathhouse, please? This is our first time here.”

      The night host directed our attention to the hand drawn map on the back of our room’s roughhewn wooden door. “Food and drink await you in the sitting room at the end of the hall,” he added. “There is always fruit, bread, butter, and cheese available should you become hungry between meals.”

      I dreaded the answer to my next question. “Is there wine?”

      “This is France. There is always wine.”

      I hugged Clementine once the druid left and waited for my sister to close and latch her door. I took two steps into the room Kostya and I had been assigned and paused. Any other time, spending the night an in ancient castle in the French Alps might have felt quaint. Romantic even. Especially if our hosts had thought to drop a stem of wildflowers into the empty vase on the room’s lone table or leave a lit candle in the window.

      But right now, with the adrenaline of Alderose’s rescue mission retreating, spoiled me was having a hard time accepting the lack of hot water. And the fact that an essential component of my magic-management system might need an emergency repair. I unzipped the leather pants I’d pilfered from Alderose’s duffel bag—and worn on the mission for good luck—and lifted the hem of my turtleneck sweater.

      The seamless material of my corset hugged my torso as always. Even though I could no longer see two of the claw marks, the center cut hadn’t mended completely. Magic continued to leak out. I didn’t know if the faintly pink mist signaled a dire situation, nor did I know how to return the garment to its pristine state.

      The sea witch who made the corsets lived near the Caspian Sea. When we were done here in France, I could ask Kostya to head west rather than east and visit the witch with me. First, I would have to explain to him why I was wearing the invisible garment to begin with.

      “Beryl? Come here. I think I can rig up a tub and hot water for you.”

      I zipped the pants and patted my belly. The situation with my magic hadn’t reached code red…and this I had to see. Tucked into a corner of the bathroom and given a bit of privacy by a half-wall was a white porcelain toilet with an overhead tank. In the opposite corner was an old oak dressing table topped with a matching ceramic bowl and pitcher. Between the toilet and makeshift sink was a beaming, handsome demon pointing to a large copper contraption.

      “What’s that supposed to be?” I asked.

      Kostya waved me closer and pointed out the obvious. “It’s a tub. You sit on the wood slats and a parade of ladies-in-waiting bring buckets filled with water that’s been heated over an open fire in the castle’s kitchen. Look, there’s even a bar of soap. It was probably made by barn wenches from goat’s milk and fresh herbs procured by hand on the new moon.”

      “Are you finished?” I was giggling. It was that, or cry. We’d traversed Chamonix’s network of underground tunnels in order to get to Alderose, then again to bring her out. The damp cold had made itself at home in my muscles and joints.

      “I’m just getting started. Here,” he said, “aim the showerhead toward the tub. As soon as there’s a couple inches of water in there, I’ll heat it for you.”

      I could believe in miracles. I hopped to it and let Kostya know the castle had surprisingly decent water pressure. He ducked out of the bathroom, leaving the door wide open. I watched him strip down to his boxer briefs and managed to get water all over the floor gawking at his thick thighs, tapered waist, and lascivious smile.

      “How can you do that to me?” I asked. “We’re in this…this situation and you’re practically naked and all I can think about is—”

      “Sex?” He placed a folded towel on the floor, sat, and embraced the tub with his legs, chest, and arms. A chant in Demonish fired up the flame-shaped tattoos running along his forearms. Designs I’d never seen in our ten years of knowing each other lit up his inner thighs and the front of his chest.

      “Your demon lines come in so handy,” I said. “Why did I not know about this feature of dating a fire demon before?”

      “You’ve never struck me as the kind of witch who dreams of roughing it.” Kostya glanced up at me and chuckled. “In France or in the woods or anywhere else. You focus on filling the tub. I’ll focus on heating the water. While you soak, I’ll check on Clementine, and if Laszlo’s with her, I’ll see if he has an update on Alderose.”

      “Insolent beast.” I sprayed him. Steam rose from his chest as Kostya poured more magic into his fiery lines. Keeping an eye on the rising water, my thoughts lingered on my younger sister and her beau.

      The Demesne—our family curse, if you could call it a curse at all—had recently paired her with Kostya’s older brother. The fact the demon prince had responded to the curse by growing an enviable set of wings was a clear sign their magics were compatible. I hoped their bond would encompass their bodies, hearts, and souls and last their entire lives. I also wished the Demesne had provided me with that kind of happiness.

      Instead, the Demesne had brought me nothing but trouble, causing me to make a terrible wrong I had yet to fully right, and it had completely ignored my relationship with Kostya.

      I turned off the shower, folded my clothes as I undressed, and stepped into the knee-high water. Groaning, I slowly lowered myself onto the slotted seat and leaned back. Kostya removed the neck brace and draped a towel over the tub’s rounded back support, providing my pounding head with a deliciously soft cushion.

      “Your neck’s healing nicely. Remind me to apply the salve when we go to bed,” he said, placing the bar of soap in my hands. “Be right back.”

      Before the door fully closed, I caught a glimpse of the matching set of raised ridges on either side of Kostya’s spine. Those bumps were the primary reason we weren’t having sex. When the true mating response arose for demons, a pair of nascent wings appeared. And according to secrets shared when demons got drunk, there was nothing tender about the way the wings ripped through the skin of their upper backs.

      Kostya’s had begun to appear during our recent whirlwind trip to the Reformed Realm. We’d arrived at the palace and gone straight to his walk-in closet for some wickedly quick sex before making our command appearances at the ball. We stopped midway through our stand-up act when I noticed what was happening on his back reflected in the mirrors.

      My big, beautiful demon had withdrawn, thinking abstaining would delay the inevitable and, at the same time, protect me. He never finished explaining what it was he wanted to protect me from. With my added uncertainty over how the rip in my corset might affect my magic, I swore to whatever goddess watched over me I would lay out all my secrets for Kostya tonight.

      Because I knew in my heart it was he who needed protection from me.
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      I left the water in the tub when I finished bathing—there was no drain that I could see—wrapped one linen towel around my torso and draped the other over my shoulders. Kostya hadn’t returned from checking on Clementine and getting us a pitcher of drinking water.

      Anxiety roiled in my empty belly. I stepped to one of the room’s small, square windows. The late-night sky beyond the bubbled glass was pitch black and starless. I wasn’t going to turn off the single lamp or get into bed until Kostya returned. I dried off, got into my nightshirt, and slipped my feet into one of the smaller pair of slippers provided for guests.

      Perched on the edge of a single bed, I touched the polished tip of my elk antler wand to the center of my forehead, thinking a few minutes of meditation and breathwork would help. The little bed jiggled and rocked. Magic rippled through the room, like someone or something big had slammed against a far-off door in a subterranean cellar. I quickly jerked my feet off the floor and tucked them under me.

      Kostya burst through the door and paused, half in, half out. “Did you feel that?”

      “I did. Any idea what it was?”

      “No. Laszlo said he heard things while he was in the infirmary with Alderose. We’re both wondering if the repercussions of our rescue mission have begun.”

      “Do you think we’re in danger?” I tucked my wand under my pillow and drew the bed’s thin coverlet tighter around my shoulders.

      “Yes,” he said, setting a dented metal pitcher on the table. “And no. Tanner’s promised we’ll have a detailed meeting once the sun’s up and we’ve eaten. Oh, and he sent a message along with Laszlo. Someone he referred to as the Crone wants to meet with you and Clementine in the morning, which is only a few hours away.”

      “Did he say who this Crone is, and do you really think any of us are going to sleep?”

      “Yes, he did. And yes, we have to sleep, darling.” Kostya pressed his shoulder to the door to get the latch to snug tight. “The Crone was the head of the order a long, long time ago, before Tanner joined. When she retired, leadership went to her daughter. Tanner said we’ll meet Ni’eve tomorrow. Today, I mean.”

      I nabbed the glass with two guest toothbrushes encased in cellophane and the jar labeled Poudre dentrifice-menthe off the bedside table and followed Kostya. I wasn’t excited about being left alone in the bedroom after that big boom.

      “Do you think we could push the two beds together?” I asked. Cuddling up against a big, warm demon would help me sleep better.

      “Your wish is my command,” Kostya said, grinning at our fractured reflections in the mercury glass mirror. “Stay awake until I’ve had my shower?”

      “Yes. And there’s something I want to talk to you about.” I ran my hand across the small of his back and stood on tiptoes to kiss his jaw. In the middle of forcing myself to tear my gaze off his incredibly fine chest, I managed to spill half the pot of tooth powder in the rinsing bowl.

      Maybe it was the view. Maybe it was my nerves.

      True to Kostya’s usual style, he was finished with his shower in minutes. A few droplets of water clung to his chest, and the room’s low light made the rose gold bars in his nipples and the rings in his ears and horns glow. I had to force myself to pat the nearest bed and stick to my plan.

      “Come on, the sooner we get these pushed together, the sooner we can talk.”

      Kostya moved the table out of the way, carefully lifted one of the beds and snugged it against the other and swept his arm in an arc.

      “After you.”

      I chose the side closest to the exterior wall. He set the jar of salve near my pillow, shifted onto his hands and knees, and crawled over to me. My nipples pebbled in anticipation of what was coming next. My demon had a ritual he followed most every time we slept together. If he stuck to it now, I’d lose my momentum.

      I pressed my hand to his chest. “Can you save that for later?” I asked. “Otherwise you’re going to distract me.”

      “Would that be such a bad thing?” He nuzzled the unbitten side of my neck and took my earlobe between his teeth while his hand explored the fullness of one breast, then the other. I had to scratch my nails up his sides and push him away to get him to take my request seriously. He gave me a playful stink-eye before uncapping the salve and rubbing a small amount over the tender skin.

      If I were a cat, I would have purred. Kostya knew my body well, and he knew just how to shift his touch from the erotic to the healing. He wiped his hands on a towel when he finished and slid under the covers beside me.

      “Now, you have my complete, undivided, not-at-all-sexual attention,” he said.

      My palms went sweaty. Kostya had a high opinion of me, one I wanted to maintain. I took a deep breath and tucked the covers around my hips.

      “I have something I’ve been wanting to share with you, and ever since you said that thing back at the palace—”

      “What thing, babe?” he asked, kicking at the far corner of the mattress to liberate the tightly tucked sheets. Distracted, I lifted the hemmed edge to my nose. Our bedding had been line-dried and ironed.

      Stop it, Beryl. Seize the moment.

      I swallowed hard. “That thing about never leaving my side? You know, when we were in the medical center and I asked you to get my purse?”

      Kostya went still. The weight of his hand landing on my leg settled my flighty heart. “I meant that, Beryl. And when the time is right, when this situation with Lionel and the Magicals he’s captured is resolved and sorted, I’ll show you just how serious I am.”

      I melted. He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me onto his chest. I took a deep breath and began.

      “Once upon a time, there was a little girl named Beryl. She was a middle child, she was a witch, and she could be very bossy.” Narrating in third person put necessary distance between me and, well, me.

      “Beryl lived with her mother and father and her two sisters in an old Victorian house on the outskirts of Northampton, Massachusetts. There were other old houses lining their street, with lots of maple trees between them and lilac bushes that made perfect hiding spots. Beryl’s house had a backyard with a sandbox and a swing set, a toolshed and a chicken coop, and a thicket of overgrown raspberries.

      “Beyond the berries was a forest. Beryl thought the forest went on forever, and she was very intimidated by its size. To calm her fears, she would make up stories about the creatures that lived among the tall pine trees and the clumps of wild blueberries, and the patches of swamp grasses and skunk cabbage.

      “One day, when Beryl was seven, she was playing in her sandbox. It was a very sunny afternoon, and her mother was with her in the backyard, hanging laundry to dry on the clothes lines.”

      I darted a glance at Kostya. He was wide awake and staring at me.

      “Little Beryl heard a sound in the woods. She was feeling brave that day. Adventurous. So she brushed sand off her hands and walked to where the grass met the beginning of the woods. She didn’t say anything to her mother, she just…got up and walked. And before she stepped over the property line and into the woods, she held out her arms and opened her heart. Whatever creature was making those sounds seemed very, very sad, and she wanted them to know she was coming to help.”

      Memories of that moment fluttered up the front of my chest, of seeing my mother’s elongated silhouette behind the big sheets she was trying to wrangle. I dropped the pretext of telling my story as though it had happened to someone else.

      “My parents set perimeter wards to keep us safe and contained when we were kids, kind of an expandable outdoor safety gate. I remember feeling a gentle zap any time I got too close. That day, right on the other side of the wards, four or five of the most adorable fox kits were rolling all over each other. They couldn’t come onto the lawn, so I went to them.

      “Though I barely felt the wards as I passed through, I did feel another layer of magic working to warn me away. I had second thoughts and turned to go back, but I was quickly overwhelmed by the kits. I was small for my age, and they were very, very bouncy. I stumbled. And then I started to cry because the foxes wouldn’t leave me alone. They kept licking me and nipping at my legs and my elbows like I was one of them. They were so cute, but they scared me and made me cry.

      “I managed to crawl away but because of the protective wards, I couldn’t get back to my yard. I ended up running the other way, deeper into the woods. The foxes thought I was playing a game and they chased me, and the more they chased me, the more lost I got.

      “I finally stopped running and curled into a ball. The kits snuggled around me and shared their warmth. And then both our mamas found us at the same time.”

      Kostya stroked my back. “Is that the whole story?”

      “No,” I whispered. “After my mom brought me inside the house, she made me tell her what I’d done to make the kits want to follow me. I told her they were crying and seemed so sad and lonely. I admitted I’d ignored her previous verbal warnings and the wards. She didn’t have much to say other than to remind me never to go into the forest without her or my dad. But the foxes kept returning, every single day. And every single day, I kept wanting to disobey my mom, whether I was in my bedroom or in the sandbox or standing as close to the invisible line as I could get without getting zapped.

      “Until one day the foxes didn’t show up. And it was my turn to be sad. I asked my mom why they had disappeared. She didn’t give me a satisfactory answer. A couple days after that, my dad put up an actual fence and completely enclosed the back yard.”

      Kostya traced my kneecap under the blanket. “So that’s your big secret? The woman I love had a thing for foxes long before she met me?”

      “I wish,” I said, watching him explore the contours of my leg. “Fast forward seven years. I was fourteen. My mom always made me go with her when she ventured onto the college campus near our house. The school had one of those beautiful, old glass and iron greenhouses, and there were a lot of tropical plants and trees growing inside. A few of those provided ingredients required for certain potions. My mom needed the components to be fresh, and she didn’t have the proper growing environment at our house, so she’d go on these foraging missions.

      “I’d act as a distraction, which allowed her to harvest or dig for what she needed, and then we would go.”

      Realizing I was getting wound up
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